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ABSTRACT

The study of motivation and goal pursuit has long been of interest to various academic
disciplines. Recent efforts have considered how time affects motivation and aspirational
behavior. The Fresh Start Effect describes the phenomenon whereby people naturally feel more
motivated to pursue goals following temporal landmarks (e.g., on Mondays). This dissertation
examines a potential boundary condition of the Fresh Start Effect: the person who chooses the
goal start date. The findings from six studies reveal that when goal start dates are self-chosen,
motivation to pursue goals is influenced by temporal landmarks (i.e., motivation is greater on
Monday). When goal start dates are chosen by external agents, motivation to achieve goals is not
affected by temporal landmarks. These findings suggest that the Fresh Start Effect only holds
when goal start dates are self-chosen.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Historically, the study of human motivation has sought to understand why we do what we
do (McClelland, 1985; Hunt, 1993), but recent research focuses on understanding when we do
what we do (Dai, Milkman, & Riis, 2014; Hennecke & Converse, 2017; Davydenko & Peetz,
2019). The Fresh Start Effect (FSE) describes the phenomenon where people naturally feel more
motivated to pursue goals at certain points in time (Dai et al., 2014). For example, people feel
more motivated to make positive changes in their lives at the beginning of the year (i.e., New
Year’s Resolutions) or at the beginning of the week (e.g., I am starting a new diet on Monday).
These specific points in time, termed temporal landmarks, represent new beginnings that inspire
people to pursue their goals and become better versions of themselves (Dai et al., 2014).
Following temporal landmarks, people are more motivated to start back at the gym,
reduce expenditures, or begin a new diet (Dai, Milkman, & Riis, 2015). However, there are often
situations where people cannot choose their own start date in goal pursuit. For example, people
who pursue higher education cannot choose their start date and must adhere to the schedules
dictated by Colleges and Universities. Additionally, people sign up for, and participate in,
various online challenges that have specific start and end dates. Existing research on the Fresh
Start Effect does not account for these situations – situations where people do not have the
latitude to choose when they begin pursuing their goal. Consequently, this dissertation focuses
on whether the person choosing the goal start date (i.e., self vs. other) influences the Fresh Start
1

Effect and how these two factors affect goal commitment.
To address these questions, I start by discussing and reviewing relevant literature on
motivation, time, and the Fresh Start Effect. Next, I identify important boundary conditions of
the Fresh Start Effect and empirically examine two components of Self-Determination Theory
(i.e., autonomy and self-efficacy) as explanations for these effects. I then present results from
three empirical pretests and six studies. Finally, I discuss limitations of these studies and offer
avenues for future research in this area. This research contributes to our understanding of the
Fresh Start Effect by highlighting an important boundary condition–who chooses the goal start
date, provides important insights for consumer well-being and managerial decision-making, and
offers promising avenues for future research.
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II. MOTIVATION

One of the richest literatures in the numerous fields studying human behavior focuses on
motivation. Whether it is changing from one brand to another, voting for a certain political
candidate, or selecting a life partner, the construct of motivation is central to explaining human
behavior (Hunt, 1993). Motivation is generally accepted as a driving force behind human
behavior that enables us to satisfy our needs. Pioneers of behaviorism, including B. F. Skinner
(1953), focused on goal directedness as an external incentive that facilitates learning. Skinner’s
experiments on operant conditioning used rats and reinforcement techniques to emphasize the
relationship between organism and incentive (i.e., food). The cognitive school offered a different
view of human learning and motivation (e.g., Bandura, 1989; Mischel, 1973). Mental processes
took the spotlight with cognitive psychologists, such as Abelson, Aronson, and McGuire, and
focused on topics like self and cognitive consistency, modes of conflict resolution, information
integration and processing, cognitive dissonance, and the role of motivation in cognition
(Abelson, Aronson, McGuire, Newcomb, Rosenberg, & Tannenbaum, 1968). Cognitive
psychologists viewed motives as incentives that are attractive to a person (e.g., achievement,
power, affiliation, and intimacy; Bargh et al., 2010), whereas neo-behaviorist psychologists Hull
(1952) and Spence (1956) devoted much of their work to understanding conditioning, learning,
and motivation. In their view, motivation was influenced by the desirability of a particular
outcome and the probability of goal attainment.
3

Motivation manifests in using one’s energies to achieve (e.g., approach) or avoid some
future state or outcome with respect to objects, events, or relationships, and may be the result of
an unmet need (Lewin, 1951). Human needs take various forms, some of which are basic to
survival (Maslow, 1943). Beyond physiological needs (e.g., food, water), psychologists have
identified more socially based needs that go beyond minimal physical requirements (Greenberg,
Schmader, Arndt, & Landau, 2015). Substantial empirical research addresses a wide range of
human needs, including need for achievement (Murray, 1938), conformity (Asch, 1955; Cialdini
& Goldstein, 2004), and interpersonal attraction (Newcomb, 1956; Lott & Lott, 1965) to name a
few. Goals, or desired end states, are what people strive for to satisfy certain needs, and goal
pursuit pertains to the way these needs get satisfied (Lewin, 1951; Moskowitz & Grant, 2009).
Historically, these researchers raised important issues and stimulated a wide breadth of
scientific inquiries in psychology, social psychology, education, and business. Today, motivation
research targets the determinants of, and processes associated with, goal setting, goal framing,
and the complexities of goal attainment (Dweck, 1996; Bargh et al., 2010). Social psychologists
use the term “motivation” to describe the process that initiates, guides, and sustains goal-oriented
behaviors (Bargh, Gollwitzer, & Oettingen, 2010). The inquiry into goals as internal and
subjective processes, the conscious activation of goals, and factors that promote or inhibit goal
striving are critical aspects of modern motivation research (Moskowitz & Grant, 2009).
Goals can take many forms - those that have clearly defined beginning and end states and
are more concrete (e.g., earning an A in my statistics class), and those that are more abstract and
represent ongoing motivational states without a definite end point (e.g., saving money, losing
weight; Toure-Tillery & Fishbach, 2014; Hennecke & Converse, 2017). Regardless of the goal
4

specificity, goal pursuit entails the planning of action and initiation of some behavior (Kanfer,
2012). Gollwitzer (1990) specifies the course of action as “a temporal, horizontal path starting
with a person’s desires and ending with an evaluation of the achieved action outcome” (p. 53).
The various stages inherent in goal setting and goal striving are explained by the Rubicon model
of action phases (Heckhausen, 1977; Heckhausen & Gollwitzer, 1987) and provide a temporal
perspective of the goal pursuit process by considering four distinct and sequential phases: 1) the
predecisional phase, 2) the postdecisional/preactional phase, 3) the actional phase, and 4) the
postactional phase.
During the predecisional phase, a person considers the desirability and feasibility of a
given outcome. If desirability and feasibility are high, a further push is needed to transition from
a mere wish to a goal intention. The transitional state is commonly referred to as crossing the
Rubicon, as it symbolizes a shift from contemplation to a sense of commitment (Gollwitzer,
1990). Once the intention to pursue some goal is created, a person begins planning in the
preactional phase and decides when, where, how, and how long to act in order to attain their
desired goal (Taylor & Wilson, 2016; Milyavskaya & Werner, 2018). During this stage,
committing oneself to plan and pursue the goal constitutes behavioral intentions (Gollwitzer,
1990).
The actional phase then consists of executing the developed plans and engaging in the
activities required to achieve the desired goal. During this stage, the volitional strength of a
person’s intentions (e.g., strength of a person’s goal commitment) determines whether actions
are taken to pursue the desired outcome, and an end result is reached–either successful goal
attainment or failure to reach the desired end state. In the postactional phase, a person evaluates
the success or failure of the goal pursuit process and determines how the actual value of the end
5

goal compares to the expected value. Three situations may arise in this comparison: 1) the actual
value of attaining the goal exceeds the expected value, 2) the actual value and expected value are
equal, or 3) the actual value of attaining the goal falls short of expectations. Postactional
evaluation provides useful information to guide future contemplation and planning. While each
of these phases plays an important role in goal pursuit, the preactional phase is particularly
important for the Fresh Start Effect, as it concerns the timing of when a person initiates action to
achieve desired outcomes.

6

III. TIME

While some of the early work in psychology considered the influence of context on
attitudes, behaviors, and life choices, more recent research emphasizes the importance of
understanding context (Zhou & Hey, 2018). Modern cognitive science attempts to understand the
mind and specific contextual influences through acknowledging that human beings are not
solitary thinkers‒they are subject to social stimuli which affect who they are, what they do, and
how they think (Zerubavel, 1981; 1997). One contextual factor that affects these issues is the
influence of time on a person’s life. Time affects every dimension of our lives, and all beings act
in accordance with rhythmic patterns (Adam, 1990; Bender & Wellbery, 1991; Luckmann, 1991;
Roenneberg, 2012; Tana, Eirola, & Eriksson-Backa, 2019).
One of the fundamental parameters of time is regularity and the existence of temporal
patterns (Zerubavel, 1981). Any situation or event can be described by its sequential structure, its
duration, its temporal location, and its rate of occurrence (Zerubavel, 1981). Temporal patterns
also take many forms, including physiotemporal patterns, biotemporal patterns, and
sociotemporal patterns (Zerubavel, 1981). Physiotemporal patterns include such regularities as
the time it takes a planet to revolve around the sun or the time in which the sun rises and sets on
a particular day. Biotemporal patterns include regularities like the duration of pregnancy and the
number of days and stages of a butterfly’s life cycle. Sociotemporal patterns include regularities
like career progression (e.g., from entry level to management), the order of courses at a fine
7

dining restaurant (e.g., from appetizers to dessert), and the sequential order of meals consumed
throughout the day (e.g., from breakfast to dinner). This social construction of time creates and
reinforces invisible boundaries which may constrain or inhibit future behaviors (Zerubavel,
1997). The focus of the present research concerns the social aspect of time‒specifically the social
cycles (e.g., day, week) that provide rhythmic structure to our daily lives, and are, for the most
part, hidden from awareness (Zerubavel, 1981).
Many aspects of our daily lives are influenced by the universal phenomenon of
rhythmicity or various temporal structures. Temporal structures are categorized as circadian,
circaseptan, circa-monthly, and circannual. Circadian rhythms follow the rotation of the earth
around its axis and are associated with a 24-hour time period, whereas seven-day time periods, or
weekly clocks, constitute circaseptan rhythms (Ayers, Althouse, Johnson, Dredze, & Cohen,
2014; Reinberg, Dejardin, Smolensky, & Touitou, 2017). A circa-monthly rhythm describes the
lunar orbit around the earth which occurs every thirty days, and circannual, or seasonal timeperiods, exist due to the rotation of the earth around the sun (Tana et al., 2019).
Temporal patterns have been studied in various contexts, but substantial research on
temporal patterns focuses on health-related behaviors and disorders (Ayers et al., 2014; Lambert
& Loiselle, 2007). Research in the health and information sciences domain shows that consumer
interest in health information follows temporal patterns and rhythmicity (Gabarron, Lau, &
Wynn, 2015; Tana et al., 2019). Specifically, Tana and colleagues (2019) use infodemiology
metrics to analyze text from a large discussion forum in Finland and find that health-related
discussions follow circaseptan (i.e., weekly) and circannual (i.e., seasonal) rhythms. These
temporal patterns play a prominent role in motivation and the Fresh Start Effect (Dai et al., 2014;
Gabarron et al., 2015).
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Historically, the concept of time has received less attention than other constructs in the
motivation literature (Fried & Slowik, 2004; Locke & Latham, 2004; Sonnentag, 2012; Steel,
Svartdal, Thundiyil, & Brothen, 2018). Recently, however, understanding the influence of time
has garnered considerable attention (Van Boven & Gilovich, 2003; Mogilner, Chance, & Norton,
2012; Rudd, Vohs, & Aaker, 2012; Etkin, Evangelidis, & Aaker, 2015). Psychologically, time
“contextualizes our thoughts as they reach into the future, absorb the present, or reflect on the
past, and it becomes the material of our thoughts as we anxiously manage our daily schedules”
(Mogilner, Hershfield, & Aaker, 2018, p. 41). Zimbardo and Boyd (2008) introduce the concept
of Time Paradox‒the psychology of time affecting every choice we make. The authors consider
time to be a force operating deep inside one’s mind‒a person’s internal time zone‒which is often
below the level of awareness (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999).
Time constrains us through work schedules, personal appointments, when to celebrate
and when not to. However, mental representations of time and the metrics used to describe
various time periods (e.g., days, weeks, months) are capable of influencing motivation for
monetary goals (Lewis & Oyserman, 2015; Peetz & Epstude, 2016), academic goals (Myrseth,
2009), and health-related goals (Ayers et al., 2014; Buhrau & Sujan, 2015; Welding, De Leon,
Cha, Johnson, Cohen, & Graham, 2017). For example, Lewis and Oyserman (2015) find that
when time metrics suggest a stronger connection to the present (e.g., days until retirement),
intentions to save money are greater than when time metrics possess a weaker connection to the
present (e.g., years until retirement). When time considerations enter awareness, recognizing and
managing time creates opportunities for self-improvement efforts. Thus, if individuals can
understand the influence of time on their lives, they may be able to manage their time more
effectively and make it a motivating force to accomplish goals (Dai, 2018).
9

IV. FRESH START EFFECT

Historically, the locus of attention in marketing has shifted from one of influencing
customer’s behaviors by offering pre-packaged pleasures (e.g., rolled tobacco cigarettes, junk
foods) to that of tailoring products and services to meet individual needs (Cross & Proctor,
2014). Marketers’ attention has broadened over time to include consumers’ desire to make
changes in their lives and to create their own preferred future (e.g., quit smoking, eating healthier
foods; Price, Coulter, Strizhakara, & Schultz, 2018). While such individual transformative efforts
are either self-imposed or in response to some external stimulus, there is a point in time where a
person begins to adopt the behaviors necessary to achieve a desired future state. Transformative
consumer research embraces the cultural convention that an individual’s free will and
determination can lead to personally set goals that, when accomplished, enhance one’s life and
foster a new self-identity (Price et al., 2018, Giesler & Veresiu, 2014; Sugarman, 2015). In
essence, it is possible for a person to initiate a “Fresh Start” by setting self-improvement goals.
Current academic literature takes two different approaches to understanding the Fresh
Start metaphor. Price et al. (2018) approach this topic by examining a “fresh start mindset” in
initiating activities which will foster a new beginning. The second approach views fresh starts
from a temporal landmark perspective in which important dates (e.g., generic and meaningful
calendar dates) serve as reference points, motivating aspirational behavior (Dai, Milkman, &
Riis, 2019). These reference points allow individuals to separate mentally imperfect past selves
10

from future selves through self-improvement efforts. The following sections discuss two research
streams related to the Fresh Start Effect and motivation to pursue aspirational behavior: the fresh
start mindset and temporal landmarks.

Fresh Start Mindset
The roots of a fresh start mindset as a concept are found in the ideology of individualism
and egalitarianism where Americans with their “can do” attitude are the foundation for both
systemic and personal change (Price, et al., 2018, Kammen, 1993). The fresh start mind-set is
future-focused, marked by perseverance, and the ability to bounce back from difficult
experiences. Price and colleagues (2018) posit that a fresh start mindset involves “leaving the
past behind and focusing on building a new, positive future” (p. 26). For individuals, the
tradition of using their initiative, being self-reliant, gaining self-mastery, and taking risks fosters
a mindset capable of starting anew (Price et al., 2018; Sugarman, 2015; Kammen, 1993; Lipset,
1996). The fresh start mindset is defined as a person’s belief that there exists “the possibility of
willful, positive, and sometimes dramatic change in the face of dire circumstances. According to
this belief, you can change your circumstances and choose who you will be tomorrow, regardless
of who you are today” (Price et al., 2018, p. 23).
Our rapidly changing world leaves behind the “old” as tradition and embraces a
mechanism for continual self-reinvention (Weber, 2000). As traditions fade and the pace of
change in society quickens, a person must change with what Bauman (2007) refers to as “liquid
modernity.” Creating a new self by reinvention can be seen in everyday life with the increased
popularity of body tattooing, plastic surgery, and personal trainers (Weber, 2000). In essence,
with the world becoming more liquid and individuals finding more time to reinvent themselves,
11

the notion of a fresh start mindset takes on an important meaning by energizing personal actions
in a world of new opportunities. In consumer cultures, like the United States, consumption is a
major avenue to self-reinvention where brands and products take on symbolic meaning in
creating, restoring, and reinforcing a new self (Belk, 1988). What was traditionally labeled
“conspicuous consumption” is now taken as an expression of self in creating a new persona
(Weber, 2000).
When it comes to consumptive activities, the fresh start concept may mark the start of a
new self-identity but does not account for reinforcing presently held beliefs about oneself. The
consumer and psychological literatures are replete with examples of products, brands, and the
role of consumption in changing one’s circumstances for a new life (McCracken, 2008; Weber,
2000; Price et al., 2018). Environmental changes are providing opportunities for transformational
growth for those with a fresh start mindset. Whether it be getting an online accounting degree for
a working single mother or extracting an employee from a dead-end job, a fresh start mindset
offers motivation and direction for transformative change in one’s life. While time is an
important element in the fresh start mindset, a second approach to fresh starts puts more
emphasis on the starting line and considers temporal landmarks as motivating forces of
aspirational behavior (Dai et al., 2014).

Temporal Landmarks
Temporal landmarks signal a new beginning and structure our perception of time (Peetz
& Wilson, 2013). Just as geographical landmarks serve as recognizable reference points when
navigating physical distance, temporal landmarks are dates that “stand in marked contrast to the
seemingly unending stream of trivial and ordinary occurrences” (Shum, 1998, p. 423). They
12

serve as transition points in time, typically based on social timetables or are based on personally
meaningful events (i.e., birthdays, holidays). One prominent landmark that most people
recognize as an opportunity to start fresh or engage in pursuing some form of self-improvement
is New Year’s Day (Marlatt & Kaplan, 1972; Norcross, Mrykalo, & Blagys, 2002). Temporal
markers can also be more personal in nature, marking new experiences (e.g., a first date) or may
be recurring (e.g., one’s birthday; Shum, 1998). Temporal landmarks may also present as
developmental milestones like a twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, or may be considered
monumental, like starting a professional career after graduation (LeBoeuf, Williams, & Brenner,
2014; Dai et al., 2015).
Temporal landmarks help people focus on the bigger picture by interrupting the micro
processes of day-to-day activities and placing focus on high-level, goal-relevant information (Dai
et al., 2014). Higher-level thinking about one’s situation tends to refocus a person’s evaluations
on high-level information about goals rather than being muddled in the elements of achieving the
goal (e.g., time spent and effort expended; Liu, 2008; Rogers & Bazerman, 2008; Trope &
Liberman, 2003). Thinking about the big picture increases motivation, guides our choices, and
may ultimately lead to goal attainment (Dai et al., 2014; Liberman & Trope, 1998; Liu, 2008;
Trope & Liberman, 2003). Importantly, temporal landmarks act as invisible boundaries of
demarcation, representing the past, the present, and the future (Kamiol & Ross, 1996; Bartels &
Rips, 2010), disrupting perception of time while providing opportunities for self-improvement
through new beginnings.
Self-improvement affects many aspects of our daily lives, and individuals are
continuously striving to make positive changes in their lives. Conscious efforts towards selfimprovement typically involve setting, and striving for, personal goals. Personal goals include a
13

wide range of activities, such as exercising, reading, doing homework, asking someone out on a
date, and dieting (Dai et al., 2014; Khan, Dhar, & Wertenbroch, 2005). To achieve these goals,
the first step involves getting started. However, these, and other aspirational goals, are often
postponed or delayed due to personal or situational circumstances. Psychologists refer to
procrastination as a mode of conflict resolution which leads to inaction (Abelson et al., 1968).
This inaction allows individuals to defer starting goal initiation and pursuit. Initiating action
toward a goal requires substantial effort and mustering the motivation to start back at the gym,
reduce expenditures, or start a new diet (Dai et al., 2015). In their research, Dai et al. (2014;
2015) examine why people naturally experience motivation to move forward and pursue a goal at
certain times and not at others. To answer this question, Dai et al. (2014; 2015) adopt a mental
accounting perspective to illustrate the perception of time and how one differentiates past,
present, and future selves.

Mental Accounting
Thaler (1985; 1999) coined the term “mental accounting” to describe a hybrid model of
cognitive psychology and microeconomics. The mental accounting model suggests that how
decisions are framed (e.g., combinations of gains and losses) affects perceived value and choice
(Leclerc, Schmitt, & Dube, 1995), highlighting that individuals derive more value from two
separate gains than one combined gain. For example, individuals were happier when they
received two segregated monetary gains of $50 and $25 compared to when they received a lump
sum of $75. However, as prospect theory demonstrates individuals’ aversion to loss, the opposite
is true for money owed (or paid out). For example, individuals are less unhappy about paying out
a lump sum of $75 compared to paying two payments of $50 and $25. Thus, mental accounting
14

suggests that people evaluate their assets differently.
Mental accounting incorporates the psychological processing of information with lines of
demarcation as inputs to cognitive processes and behaviors (i.e., financial, physical,
interpersonal). The mental accounting of time involves the tracking of time through the cognitive
processes of recording, analyzing, and validating the passage of time (Leclerc et al., 1995;
Thaler, 1999). From a marketing perspective, the mental accounting of time has been shown to
affect aspirational behavior (Kaur, Kremer, & Mullainathan, 2010; Soster, Monga, & Bearden,
2010; Dai et al., 2014), coupon redemption and rebates (Inman & McAlister, 1994; Krishna &
Zhang, 1999), the cost of spending time (Zauberman & Lynch, 2005), and procrastination for
time-consuming activities (Soman, 1998; O’Donoghue & Rabin, 1999; Ariely & Wertenbroch,
2002; Shu & Gneezy, 2010; Gourville & Soman, 2011; Siddiqui, May, & Monga, 2017).
Understanding the Fresh Start Effect from a mental accounting perspective involves
separating time into past, present, and future (Parfit, 1984). Individuals must perceive the past as
different from the present, motivating them to pursue positive change (Libby & Eibach, 2002;
Wilson & Ross, 2003). Wilson et al. (2012) find that perceptions of time are highly malleable, as
individuals can interpret the same point in time as near or distant depending on the context.
Individuals naturally perceive temporal distance in their daily lives, but the subjective experience
of time varies (Peetz & Epstude, 2016). The temporal distance between past and future points in
time, as well as the duration of experiences, may be perceived differently from their equivalent
objective measures (Wilson & Ross, 2001; Pennington & Roese, 2003; Sackett, Meyvis, Nelson,
Converse, & Sackett, 2010). For example, the perception of time can easily be altered when
people are asked to reflect upon significant chapters of their lives (Skowronski, Ritchie, Walker,
Betz, Sedikides, Bethencourt, & Martin, 2007; Thomsen & Berntsen, 2008) or to anticipate
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transitions or major milestones (Wilson, Buehler, Lawford, Schmidt, & Yong, 2012; Peetz &
Wilson, 2013b; Eibach, Libby, & Gilovich, 2003).
Additional research has examined how the mental representation of time is affected by
the framing of various denominations of future time (Davydenko & Peetz, 2019). Specifically,
future time has been framed as the next day (Myrseth, 2009; Tu & Soman, 2014; Hennecke &
Converse; 2017), the next month (Dai et al., 2015; Peetz & Epstude, 2016), and the next year
(Lewis & Oyserman, 2015). Dividing time into temporal categories by the metrics used to
describe it (e.g., days, months, years), by visual cues (e.g., calendar format), or by temporal
landmarks (e.g., important events) facilitates the creation of new mental accounting periods,
inducing people to pursue aspirational goals (Dai et al., 2014).
Opening new “mental accounts” of time alters self-evaluations, as they separate us from
previous failures and allow for starting anew (Peetz, Gunn, & Wilson, 2010; Dai et al., 2015). In
leaving behind these past imperfections, a person’s cognitive and affective processes stimulate
goal initiation, putting a person on the path to a “new self”. Drawing a line in the sand and
effectively separating past imperfections from present or future selves may boost perceived selfefficacy in attaining personal goals (Dai et al., 2015). Cognitive consistency theory would, in this
case, argue that people behave consistently with respect to their self-perceptions (Cialdini, 2007,
Festinger, 1957; Dai et al., 2015). Unburdened by past failures and starting anew clears the
mental accounting ledger of an imperfect past self, allowing for goals to be set in accordance
with a new, positive and flattering self-image (Dai et al., 2015; Dai & Li, 2019). In a series of
laboratory experiments, Dai and colleagues show that temporal landmarks act to disconnect past
from present, increasing one’s intention to initiate goal pursuit (Dai et al., 2015).
Although most research on the influence of temporal landmarks highlights individuals’
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abilities to make positive changes in their lives, it may also have an adverse effect on
motivation. Temporal landmarks may produce a comparative process that is averse to motivation
(Dai & Li, 2019). If the comparative process includes looking back at past successes, it may
discourage individuals who have experienced high achievement in the past (Dai, 2018). For
example, in organizations, if managers adopt new incentive programs and disregard previous
achievements of employees, employee motivation may suffer. Wiping the slate clean may
discourage high performers but enhance motivation for lower performing employees (Dai, 2015).
Likewise, context matters in the process of self-evaluation. Changing one’s environment could
remove cues that enhance performance and disrupt the positive stimulus-response connection
that reinforces habit (Wood, Tam, & Witt, 2005; Acland, 2015; Milkman, Minson, & Volpp,
2014).

Moderators of the Fresh Start Effect
Although a relatively new phenomenon, existing research on the Fresh Start Effect has
attempted to identify some of the situational and individual differences that influence this effect.
Mathew (2018) considers the Fresh Start Effect through the lens of implicit theories and finds
that consumer mindset plays a prominent role in this effect and in determining goal commitment.
Specifically, this research examines whether having a fixed vs. growth mindset affects the Fresh
Start Effect based on perceived self-efficacy. Individuals with fixed mindsets consider their
personality and other individual traits to be stable and incapable of substantial change, whereas
individuals with growth mindsets believe that positive change is achievable through selfimprovement efforts (Dweck, Chiu, & Hong, 1995; Hong, Chiu, Dweck, Lin, & Wan, 1999;
Murphy & Dweck, 2016). The results from this analysis show that after exposure to a fresh start
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message, individuals with fixed mindsets had significant changes in their mindset (i.e., became
more growth-oriented), whereas individuals with growth mindsets did not experience such
changes (Mathew, 2018).
Similarly, Tu and Soman (2014) examine how task initiation in goal pursuit is influenced
by the categorization of time, and this categorization affects consumer mindset. Their research
focuses on how consumers utilize various cues (i.e., salience, similarity, and visual cues) to
categorize future events into “like the present” or “unlike the present.” When a future event is
categorized as “like the present,” consumers have a stronger implemental mindset, resulting in
greater task initiation efforts (Tu & Soman, 2014). Tu and Soman (2014) also used a calendar
manipulation in their studies, showing that events “like the present” occurred within the same
calendar year, and events “unlike the present” occurred in the subsequent calendar year.
Corcoran and Peetz (2014) identify regulatory focus as another moderator that affects
temporal comparisons of past and future selves. Regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997; Scholer
& Higgins, 2011) posits that the mode of goal pursuit may be promotion-focused or preventionfocused (Molden, Lee, & Higgins, 2008). When goal pursuit is based on promotion, individuals
seek opportunities for, and are driven by, positive outcomes. However, when goal pursuit is
based on prevention, individuals are fueled by the desire to avoid negative outcomes (Higgins &
Tykocinski, 1992). Regulatory focus enhances motivation when regulatory fit exists – when the
incentives of the goal match the regulatory focus of the participant (Keller & Bless, 2006; Shah,
Higgins, & Friedman, 1998). Corcoran and Peetz (2014) examined regulatory fit as the parallel
cognitive fit effect between regulatory focus and temporal orientation. Specifically, their findings
highlight that the motivation of promotion-focused individuals increased when making futureoriented temporal comparisons (e.g., motivation increased after considering a more positive
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future self). Interestingly, they did not find a significant effect between prevention-focused
individuals and temporal orientation.
A fourth moderator of the Fresh Start Effect is based on the presentation of time and
calendar format (Myrseth, 2009; Peetz & Wilson, 2013; Peetz & Epstude, 2016; Hennecke &
Converse, 2017; Davydenko & Peetz, 2019). Myrseth (2009) examines self-control in goal
pursuit based on the perceived similarities vs. differences of choice opportunities based on
calendar format. Specifically, choice frames were presented as an isolated frame (i.e., using a
calendar with a grid and highlighting the present date as separate from other dates) or an
interrelated frame (i.e., using a calendar without a grid), and participants were asked about
intentions to engage in goal-related vs. leisure-related activities (i.e., succumb to temptation).
Findings from this study show that individuals exposed to isolated frames were less likely to
exert self-control and engage in leisure activities, whereas participants exposed to the interrelated
frames were more likely to engage in goal-related activities (Myrseth, 2009). Importantly, this
study emphasized that highlighting days as unique (i.e., isolated) vs. just another day of the
month (i.e., interrelated) affected motivation and behavioral intention in goal pursuit.
Peetz and Wilson (2013) examine temporal self-appraisal and motivation based on
temporal landmark saliency and suggest that temporal landmarks help us construct roadmaps of
future plans and goals. Supported by mental contrasting theory (Oettingen & Gollwitzer, 2009;
Oettingen, Mayer, Servincer, Stephens, Pak, & Hagenah, 2009), the researchers posit that
individuals organize time into chunks which are separated by salient temporal landmarks (e.g.,
birthdays, holidays), and these landmarks affect how we perceive ourselves and our actions over
time. Temporal landmarks influence important aspects of our self-identity by providing
organization of our temporal selves and signaling change or disconnection between our temporal
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selves. In essence, temporal landmarks interrupt the psychological connection between our
present and future selves, and the contrast between current and future states motivates us to
pursue desired future selves (Peetz & Wilson, 2013b). Similarly, Wilson and colleagues (2012)
show that individuals evaluate near future selves more favorably than distant future selves, as
evaluations of near future selves have stronger associations to our current identity.
Hennecke and Converse (2017) examine the influence of temporal landmarks on
planning and task initiation. In contrast to previous explanations of the Fresh Start Effect (e.g.,
temporal self-appraisals), the authors suggest that temporal boundaries influence goal
representations based on construal level. Utilizing Construal Level Theory (Trope & Liberman,
2003; 2010), their research shows that goals are represented differently based on whether they
contemplate initiating goal pursuit before or after temporal boundaries (Hennecke & Converse,
2017). When goals seekers consider initiating goal pursuit tomorrow (vs. distant future), they
think in terms of means and constraints (vs. desirable outcomes). Idiosyncratic construals have
also been linked to distorted perceptions of information (Eibach, Libby, & Gilovich, 2003) and
temporal framing (LeBoeuf et al., 2014). LeBoeuf and colleagues (2014) examined how the
temporal framing of experiences as firsts affect judgment and decision-making. A phantom first
is defined as “a nonfirst piece of information that has been framed to seem like a first” (p. 422).
Their research shows that simply framing experiences as firsts disproportionally influences
judgment regardless of its objective value.
Davydenko & Peetz (2019) extend research on the Fresh Start Effect by examining
whether presentation of calendar format affects motivation following temporal landmarks. Their
research assessed whether motivation to pursue self-nominated goals differed based on two
plausible ways to perceive the beginning of the week (i.e., Monday vs. Sunday). Although most
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people in Western societies associate Monday as the start of the week, Sundays are often
displayed in the first column of traditional calendars. The analysis showed that motivation in
goal pursuit was greater on Mondays compared to Sundays, supporting the Fresh Start Effect.
However, they also examined whether imposing the goal start date affected participants’
motivation (i.e., between Sunday and Monday goal start days), and found that framing days as
“firsts” increased motivation (Davydenko & Peetz, 2019). Collectively, research on the Fresh
Start Effect assesses motivation when people have control over initiating goal pursuit and fails to
consider situations when goal start days are not self-chosen. Thus, this dissertation examines a
potential boundary condition of the Fresh Start Effect‒goal start date selection source. Does the
Fresh Start Effect only hold when start dates are chosen by goal seekers? What role does self
play in the Fresh Start Effect?
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V. SELF AND GOALS

Self-theories emanate from the nature of being an individual. Modern psychology posits
that self-concept is relevant to ongoing behaviors and actively regulates behavior in a forceful
manner (Markus & Wurf, 1987; Markus & Nurius, 1986). A person’s self-concept represents a
mirror or reflection of one’s self and motivates behavior through social comparison. Individuals’
creation and recreation of their self-concept is energized by some internal or external standards
(James, 1950; Weber, 2000). Through self-awareness and the desire to uphold personally- and
environmentally-imposed standards, individuals are fueled by motivation to achieve personal and
professional goals.
Rooted in social cognitive theory, self-regulation theory posits that individuals motivate
themselves and behave in anticipatory proactive ways (Bandura, 1991). The anticipatory nature
of desired future states incentivizes the individual to regulate one’s actions through selfmonitoring, self-judgment, and self-reaction. When a discrepancy exists between an individual’s
current state and desired state, the individual either moves to reduce the discrepancy by taking
action or applying some mode of conflict resolution (Abelson et al., 1968; Duval & Wicklund,
1972). Self-regulatory processes affect how individuals select one goal over another and include
the psychological dynamics of thinking and feeling when selecting a path to achieve a desired
outcome (Greenberg et al., 2015). According to Self-Determination Theory, social-contextual
factors also contribute to our ability to satisfy the basic psychological needs for competence,
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autonomy, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

Self-Determination Theory
Developed by Deci and Ryan (1985; 1991), Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a broad
theory used to explain motivated behavior at both micro and macro levels and explains how
processes and structures of rewards and other change-related factors promote or inhibit selfmotivation (Ryan & Deci, 2017). SDT focuses on internalization and behavioral regulation and
views competence, relatedness and autonomy as three psychological needs that affect motivation
and goal pursuit (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The theory identifies different types of behavioral
regulation based on the degree in which the functioning is self-determined or autonomous.
Autonomy refers to “the self-endorsement of one’s behavior and the accompanying sense of
volition or willingness” (Ryan & Deci, 2008, p. 186). Feelings of autonomy are associated with
an internal perceived locus of causality–they take responsibility for their actions and do not
perceive their actions as controlled by external factors (de Charms, 1968; Ryan & Connell,
1989). This need for autonomy refers to “people’s need to feel that they are the origins of their
actions, and it encompasses the notion of choice” (Kowal & Fortier, 1999, p. 358). In other
words, SDT posits that people grow and thrive when they perceive their actions and motivation
as self-determined and not controlled by any external forces.
The theory further distinguishes between two forms of motivation based on the degree to
which they are self-determined: intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation refers to
“engaging in an activity for its own sake, because of an interest, or for the pleasure and
satisfaction derived from the experience” (Kowal & Fortier, 1999, p. 357). Ryan and colleagues
(2009) define intrinsic motivation as “engagement in an activity because of the inherent
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pleasures and satisfactions it provides” (p. 109). SDT specifies that human beings are proactive
and guided by intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation is further elaborated on in a sub-theory
of SDT - Cognitive Evaluation Theory. Extrinsic motivation refers to “behaviors that are
considered a means to an end” (Kowal & Fortier, 1999, p. 357), and the outcome of such
behavior is geared toward receiving rewards or avoiding punishment (Deci & Ryan, 1985). The
importance of understanding extrinsic motivation and regulation led to the creation of a subtheory of SDT - Organismic Integration Theory.
Intrinsic motivation varies between individuals based on the activity and the time in
which the activity is pursued. To fully understand intrinsic motivation, one must consider the
situational and contextual factors of an activity and how the activity is engaged. Cognitive
Evaluation Theory (CET), a sub-theory of Self-Determination Theory, explains the determinants
of intrinsic motivation in social contexts and concentrates on the factors that bolster or diminish
it (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan et al., 2009). CET specifies two necessary conditions for intrinsic
motivation: competence and autonomy. At its broadest level, CET highlights that factors that
negatively affect perceptions of autonomy or competence lower intrinsic motivation, whereas
factors that bolster autonomy and competence increase intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
SDT differentiates types of motivation based on the autonomy-control continuum which
characterizes the degree to which motivation is autonomous vs. controlled (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
On one side of the continuum, autonomous motivation is characterized by volition, or “the extent
that he or she assents to, concurs with, and is wholly willing to engage in the behaviors” (Ryan &
Deci, 2017, p. 14). On the other side of the continuum, behavior is controlled when an individual
feels compelled to act based on internal or external pressure (Ryan & Deci, 2017). When feelings
of coercion influence motivation, a person’s actions are incongruent with the person’s sense of
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self and are not internalized. Internalization refers to the “process of transforming external
regulations into internal regulations and, when the process functions optimally, integrating those
regulations into one’s sense of self” (Deci, Eghrari, Patrick, & Leone, 1994, p. 120). Notably,
from this definition, there exists an opportunity for internalizing that is less than optimal. These
two processes of internalization are termed introjection and integration.
The first process, introjection, is defined as “internalization in which the person ‘takes in’
a value or regulatory process but does not identify with and accept it as his or her own” (Deci et
al., 1994, p. 121). As a regulatory process, introjection is often accompanied by feelings of
pressure and tension as one attempts to internally control regulation (Ryan, 1982). The second
process of internalization is integration, defined as “internalization in which the person identifies
with the value of an activity and accepts full responsibility for doing it” (Deci et al., 1994, p.
121). Integration is the more effective self-regulatory process, as it is self-determined and does
not invoke the feelings of conflict that accompany introjection (Deci & Ryan, 1991). Integration
also produces greater consistency between the person’s behavior and internal state and results in
greater intrinsic motivation (Koestner, Bernieri, & Zuckerman, 1992; Ryan, Koestner, & Deci,
1991). In a sense, integration is akin to personally endorsing the underlying reason or motivation
for one’s behavior and involves accepting the regulatory process as one’s own (Ryan & Connell,
1989). Distinguishing between these two forms of internalization involves examining the
feelings associated with the process, as introjection results in tension whereas integration results
in harmony between one’s behavior and inclinations (Deci et al., 1994). These self-regulatory
processes are particularly important in the process of goal pursuit.

25

Goal Commitment
Theories of motivation emphasize that people commit to goals which they perceive as
desirable and feasible (Atkinson, 1958; Bandura, 1997; Gollwitzer, 1993). Individuals may
verbalize or even fantasize about reaching some goal but getting started requires a sufficient
level of determination and commitment (Khenfer, Roux, Tafani, & Laurin, 2017). Several
definitions of goal commitment are found in the literature. Locke et al. (1988) define goal
commitment as “one’s attachment to or determination to reach a goal, regardless of the goal’s
origin” (p. 24). Devezer and colleagues (2014) define it as “the degree to which a consumer is
willing to invest effort in and determined to achieve a desired end state” (p. 119). Although
several definitions exist, they all share a central theme‒goal commitment measures a desire to
attain some goal and is typically determined in the preactional stage of the goal pursuit process
(Fishbach & Dhar, 2005; Oettingen, Pak, & Schnetter, 2001; Gollwitzer, 1990). When people
move from precommital to being committed, they display features of commitment, such as
enthusiastically embracing the goal, being preoccupied with it, taking goal-directed action,
resumption of goal-directed action after a setback, and anticipating disappointment during goal
pursuit (Oettingen et al., 2009).
According to goal setting theory, people pursue goals they consider to be attractive,
attainable, and personally important (Hollenbeck & Klein, 1987; Custers & Aarts, 2010;
Munichor & LeBoeuf, 2018). When goals are feasible and desirable, Oettinggen et al. (2001)
suggest that goal commitment is determined by energization and mental contrasting (Oettinggen
& Gollwitzer, 2001). Mental contrasting, a self-regulation strategy, involves imagining a desired
future state and reflecting on current circumstances that permit or impede the ability to reach this
future state. By simultaneously considering current and future states, the feasibility of the desired
26

outcome is realized. As a result, when feasibility is high (low), goal commitment is stronger
(weaker; Oettinggen et al., 2001). Some of the other factors that influence the decision to pursue
goals include a person’s expectations and optimism (Zhang, Fishbach, & Dhar, 2007), a person’s
regulatory focus (Freitas, Liberman, Salovey, & Higgins, 2002; Higgins, 2005), a person’s mood
(Fishbach & Labroo, 2007), and the extent to which a person participates in the goal-setting
process (Erez & Arad, 1986; Munichor & LeBoeuf, 2018). This last factor is particularly
relevant to the current research, as I examine how selection source of the goal start date affects
goal commitment.

Goal Source
Research in several domains focuses on the importance of the person setting a goal and
how this influences goal-related behaviors. In the economics literature, the study of goals has
been applied to various settings, including workplace behavior (Corgnet, Gomez-Minambres, &
Hernan-Gonzalez, 2015), weight loss (Toussaert, 2016), college student educational achievement
(Herranz-Zarzoso & Sabater-Grande, 2018; van Lent & Souverijn, 2020), labor supply (Camerer,
Babcock, Loewenstein, & Thaler, 1997; Fehr & Gotte, 2007; Huffman & Gotte, 2007; Farber,
2008; Crawford & Meng, 2011), and the self-control problem of hyperbolic discounting (Koch &
Nafziger, 2016; Hsiaw, 2013; Brookins, Goerg, & Kube, 2017). Research in this area can be
broadly categorized into two themes: exogenously imposed goals and self-chosen goals.
Exogenously imposed goals are goals set by a principal with or without monetary incentive,
whereas self-chosen goals are set directly by an agent (Brookins et al., 2017). Traditionally,
much of the economics research has focused on exogenously imposed goals, but recent research
highlights the value of understanding self-chosen goals as a form of intrinsic motivation.
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Additionally, when goals are self-chosen, the goal-setting process provides the individual with
intrinsic and psychological utility (Brookins et al., 2017). Brookins and colleagues (2017) find
that when individuals set their own personal work goals, performance is enhanced, regardless of
whether performance has additional monetary incentives.
When people set goals, developing initial plans and a course of action are fueled by
motivation (Locke, 1996; Pintrich, Conley, & Kempler, 2003; Taylor & Wilson, 2016).
Participating in the goal setting process typically results in greater motivation to attain personal
goals, but not all self-generated goals are truly personal (Gorges & Grund, 2017). Self-generated
goals vary in the degree to which they are internalized. Sheldon and Elliot (1998) find that if
self-generated goals are not integrated internally, they “can feel just as authoritarian as external
rules and constraints” (p. 546). If some component of the goal setting process is not internalized,
these forms of self-regulated goals represent a more externally controlled form of motivational
regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Gorges & Grund, 2017) and can result in goal conflict (Sheldon
& Kasser, 1995).
A person’s goal structure is highly complex, providing many opportunities for friction
and contradiction (Gorges & Grund, 2017). Goal conflict may occur during any of the stages of
the prototypical process of goal pursuit within a self-regulation cycle (Vohs & Baumeister, 2004;
Zimmerman, 2008), but conflicts are most apparent during the pre-decisional stage (Gorges &
Grund, 2017). Goal conflicts may arise due to simultaneous pursuit of multiple goals (Schmidt,
Dolis, & Tolli, 2009) or may be caused by the underlying motivation or properties of the goal
itself (Austin & Vancouver, 1996; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). Properties of a goal include temporal
range, commitment, attainability, and self-concordance (Gorges, Esdar, & Wild, 2014), and the
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conflict experienced based on one of these properties varies based on the degree to which the
motivation to pursue this goal is self-determined (Senécal, Julien, & Guay, 2003). Inherent goal
conflicts occur when a person takes on goals set by others or those that are shaped by external
forces and challenge one’s self-regulation, resulting in a sense of self-discordance (Sheldon &
Kasser, 1995).
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VI. HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

The above theoretical background suggests that the roles of time and self-determination
affect goal-related decisions in unique ways. The Fresh Start Effect posits that people use
temporal landmarks to separate aspects of self and to distinguish between past self, present self,
and future self. These temporal landmarks can take several forms based on social aspects of time
(e.g., first day of the week) or based on dates which are personally meaningful for a person (e.g.,
birthday). The Fresh Start Effect manifests in feelings of increased motivation or aspirational
behavior following one of these temporal landmarks. Although research into this phenomenon is
relatively new, the offered theoretical explanations of this effect are based on the mental
accounting of time and the desire to pursue some personal goal in one’s life.
Goal setting theory and theories of self-regulation suggest that self plays an important
role in determining goal commitment. However, not all goal start dates are self-determined. In
fact, people live their lives according to predetermined dates where there is no choice at all. For
example, academic calendars signal the start of college semesters and when they end. Students
desiring to advance their education and obtain a degree must deal with a number of
organizational start and stop dates over which they have no control. The advent of weekend
EMBA programs recognizes that individuals are constrained by work schedules over which they
have no choice, and in response, colleges offer more flexible weekend course alternatives or selfpaced distance learning opportunities.
30

Additionally, the internet provides many opportunities to pursue and track goals with
different levels of monitoring, control, and initiation. For example, the website
HealthyWage.com provides fitness challenges for individuals and groups and incorporates cash
prizes to make fitness fun and more effective. Their services include different types of
challenges: public challenges and corporate/brand challenges. Public challenges allow an
individual to choose between weight loss challenges and step challenges at both the individual
and team levels. For example, the HealthyWager Personal Challenge allows the individual to
pursue a weight loss goal, choose his/her own entry fee, and the start date of this challenge. This
challenge provides the most flexibility for the individual, as they set the goal criteria and start
dates. Some of the other individual challenges have fixed components. For example, the
Stepping in the Sunshine Step Challenge requires an entry fee of $30/month for 2 months and
starts on May 13, 2019, whereas the Personal Jackpot challenge, the Superpower Slimdown
Jackpot Challenge, requires an entry fee of $20/month for 3 months and starts May 19, 2019
(See Appendix A). The different challenges available for participants provide options for goal
seekers and allow them to choose their own criteria (i.e., choosing the start date) or participating
in a challenge with fixed guidelines (i.e., the challenge starts on May 19th). As evidenced by the
number of opportunities available to pursue goals on self-determined versus fixed start dates, the
role of self and temporal landmarks become less clear. Will the Fresh Start Effect hold even
when the goal initiation date is preset?
From a naive psychology perspective, one’s perceived locus of causality has a strong
influence on our actions and behavior (Heider, 1958). An individual’s actions and outcomes can
be perceived as intentional (e.g., personally caused) or nonintentional (impersonally caused).
Impersonal causation is inferred from the absence of initiation and results in feelings of less
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control over desired outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Consequently, the perceived locus of
causality may play an important role in motivation and goal pursuit. The current research
proposes that when individuals are permitted to choose the start date for pursuing their goal, they
are actively engaged in the goal planning process and feel a sense of control over their decision.
However, the extent to which the decision is constrained will likely impact the level of
internalization. Permitting someone to initiate goal pursuit on a day that corresponds with their
circadian rhythm will likely result in a more integrated internalization, as the person views the
choice as concordant with their natural behavior.
When a person must select their own start date, they gravitate towards generic calendar
temporal landmarks to make sense of and organize their time. Choosing to embark on a new goal
on a Monday just feels right, whereas choosing to start this journey on a Saturday is likely to
create internal conflict, as it disrupts the flow of time in their lives and circaseptan rhythms.
Thus, I predict that when given the opportunity to initiate goal pursuit following a temporal
landmark (i.e., Monday), goal commitment will be greater, but when given the opportunity to
initiate goal pursuit on a day that is not considered a temporal landmark (i.e., Saturday), goal
commitment will be lower.
Previous research emphasizes that temporal landmarks strongly affect motivation, but
does this hold when the goal start date is not self-selected? What happens when people have less
control over when they initiate goal pursuit? Studies in consumer behavior and psychology
suggest that when goals are externally imposed (compared to self-imposed), situational factors
may have less of an impact on motivation and goal-related outcomes (Harackiewicz & Sansone,
1991; Botti & McGill, 2006). For example, think about the motivation of students at the
beginning of a semester. A semester may start on a Wednesday, but this does not impact
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students’ motivation or commitment to attend the first day of classes or pursue an education.
Research shows that goal-related performance and task interest depend on whether the
goal was personally adopted or assigned by an external agent (Harackiewicz & Sansone, 1991;
Utman, 1997; Barron & Harackiewicz, 2001; Van Yperen, 2003). Barron and Karackiewicz
(2001) find that the effects of purpose goals varied as a function of their origin (i.e., assigned vs.
adopted), whereas research by Van Yperen (2003) shows that it is possible to induce specific
goal contexts where assigned goals have the same effect as personally adopted goals.
Additionally, studies have found that externally imposed choices can result in greater satisfaction
than self-selected choices when consumers are given undesirable options (Botti & McGill, 2006;
Botti & Iyengar, 2004).
Interestingly, and not explicitly stated as one of their contributions, Davydenko & Peetz
(2019) illustrate that the selection source of the goal start day does interact with the Fresh Start
Effect. Specifically, they show that the Fresh Start Effect does not occur when participants were
informed of their goal start day. Said differently, motivation to pursue a goal did not differ when
Sunday and Monday were both framed as the first day of the goal period. Garnering support
from the above findings, I expect goal commitment to be higher on Monday (compared to
Saturday) for the self-selected goal start date. However, I predict that when start dates are preset
or determined (without one’s control), new temporal accounts will be formed based on the
imposed parameters, meaning that Mondays and Saturdays should garner equal commitment.

H1: There is an interaction between the selection source of the goal start date
and the day of the week on goal commitment.
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H1a: When goal start dates are self-selected, goal commitment will be
greater when the goal pursuit starts on a Monday (compared to Saturday).

H1b: When goal start dates are not self-selected (other), there will be no
difference in goal commitment based on the day of the week.

Although subjective, individual’s experiences are motivational forces that ultimately
affect self-regulatory processes (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 1999; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Koole,
Schlinkert, Maldei, & Baumann, 2019). Two psychological needs that affect our experiences and
may help us understand the influence of selection source on the Fresh Start Effect are
perceptions of autonomy and competence (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Individuals strive for control
over events in their lives because having control provides them with opportunities to realize
desired future outcomes (Bandura, 1991). Conversely, when individuals lack control over life
events, they may experience apprehension, indifference and discouragement (Bandura, 1994).
As previously discussed in the theoretical background, autonomy involves endorsing and
taking responsibility for one’s actions and the accompanying sense of volition (Ryan & Connell,
1989; Ryan & Deci, 2008). Feelings of autonomy are enhanced by the notion of choice and
intrinsic motivation (Kowal & Fortier, 1999). SDT emphasizes that autonomy allows people to
thrive when their actions are self-determined and not coerced by external agents (Ryan & Deci,
2017). Sheldon and Elliot (1999) identified self-concordance as a reflection of autonomy in
personally generated goals. Self-concordant goals tend to have an internal perceived locus of
causality, meaning that they emanate explicitly from self-choices (de Charms, 1968). When
people pursue self-concordant goals, greater effort is put forth and sustained during goal pursuit,
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enhancing the likelihood of goal attainment. Research on self-concordance emphasizes that the
more self-concordant (e.g., autonomous) a person’s goals are, the more likely they are to engage
in strategic goal-related behaviors and experience positive affect derived from need satisfaction
(Ryan & Deci, 2017). However, I propose that autonomy enhances goal commitment through
greater self-efficacy, as perceived competence is identified as another one of the “psychological
nutrients” (Ryan, 1995, p. 410) needed for sustained motivation (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999).
Self-efficacy refers to an individual's perceptions of their capabilities to achieve desired
levels of task performance (Bandura, 1994). Self-efficacy beliefs determine the way people feel,
think, motivate themselves, behave, and operate through cognitive, motivational, affective, and
selection processes. Self-efficacy beliefs influence the types of goals people set for themselves,
how hard they work to achieve their goals, how long they persist when facing challenges in goal
pursuit, and how they deal with failure from their goal pursuit efforts (Bandura, 1991;
Zimmerman & Bandura, 1994)
Individuals with greater self-assurance in their abilities face challenges with a desire to
master, rather than avoid, them. However, when failure occurs, they attribute this failure to
personal reasons, such as not putting forth sufficient effort to accomplish the task. Highly selfassured individuals approach challenges and threatening situations with the confidence that they
will be successful (Bandura, 1991). Conversely, individuals who doubt their capabilities tend to
avoid difficult tasks which are perceived as personally threatening. When faced with challenging
situations, individuals with weak self-assurance tend to be less committed to the goals they
pursue and reduce their efforts or give up when the task becomes too difficult (Pajares, 1996;
Lent & Hackett, 1987).
Goal planning and time management also affect efficacy beliefs, as people are motivated
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to predict events and to determine how to control events that may affect them (Bandura, 1986;
1991). Britton and Tesser (1991) highlight an important factor that contributes to perceptions of
self-efficacy‒feelings that individuals are in charge of their own time. Similar research by
Zimmerman, Greenberg, and Weinstein (1994) finds that effective time management predicts
academic achievement and promotes self-development.
Substantial research using SDT supports the positive influence of autonomy on selfefficacy and performance outcomes (Bandura & Wood, 1989; Wang & Netemeyer, 2002;
Kennedy, Goggin, & Nollen, 2004; Williams, Niemiec, Patrick, Ryan, & Deci, 2009). For
example, SDT has been used to examine medication adherence (Kennedy et al., 2004; Williams,
Patrick, Niemiec, Williams, Divine, Lafata, Heisler, Tunceli, & Pladevall, 2009), providing
support for the impact of autonomous motivation on medication adherence. In their study,
Kennedy and colleagues (2004) show that autonomous motivation was associated with enhanced
perceptions of competence, and greater competence led to better adherence to the medication
regime.
Additional research on salesperson performance uses Self-Determination Theory and
Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1977; 1997) to explain the positive effect of job autonomy on
performance through perceived self-efficacy (Wang & Netemeyer; 2002) Specifically, Wang and
Netemeyer (2002) find that when salespeople have greater levels of autonomy, they perceive
themselves as more capable and creative, resulting in better performance. The link between
autonomy and self-efficacy has also been supported by Bandura and Wood (1989), as their
findings show that when people are placed in constrained situations and have little control over
the situation, they have lower levels of self-efficacy.
Extant research emphasizes that when decisions involve choice, people experience
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stronger feelings of autonomy (Bandura & Wood, 1989; Bandura, 1991; Kowal & Fortier, 1999;
Ryan & Deci, 2008). However, the amount of autonomy experienced may be affected by goal
properties or other external factors (Sheldon & Elliot, 1998). If people experience conflict when
choosing, feelings of autonomy may be inhibited (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Gorges & Grund, 2017).
When choices are constrained, motivation may be less internalized, resulting in feelings of selfdiscordance (Sheldon & Kasser, 1995). Essentially, perceived autonomy is heightened when goal
seekers choose the parameters for initiating goal pursuit. These parameters should not be
constrained and should be congruent with how people mentally categorize their time (Sheldon &
Elliot, 1999). Although choosing to start goal pursuit on a Monday feels right, choosing to start
goal pursuit on Saturday is likely construed as a constraint, as it disrupts the flow of time in their
lives. Consequently, I predict that when given the opportunity to initiate goal pursuit following a
temporal landmark (i.e., Monday), perceived autonomy will be greater, as this behavior is more
self-concordant. Conversely, perceived autonomy will be lower when the choice is constrained
(i.e., Saturday start date). Thus, I propose that the inclusion of goal start date source (i.e., self vs.
other) impacts the Fresh Start Effect through the following causal link: perceived autonomy →
self-efficacy → goal commitment.

H2: Goal start date and the source of that start date interactively affect goal
commitment indirectly through perceived autonomy and self-efficacy.
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VII. OVERVIEW OF STUDIES

Six studies explore the moderating effect of goal date selection source (self vs. other) on
the existing Fresh Start Effect. An initial pretest, using data from a student research pool and
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (mTurk), identifies relevant and important goals to use in
subsequent experiments. A final pretest then confirms the Fresh Start Effect among consumers
pursuing one of these goals (i.e., saving money) using Google Trend data, as this context was not
previously studied by Dai et al. (2014).
Study 1 extends research on the Fresh Start Effect by examining the role of self in
selecting the goal initiation date and the interaction effect of selection source by day of the week
on goal commitment. Study 2 replicates these findings by examining online search behavior
using terms that coincide with self-scheduled and other-scheduled goal-related activities. Study 3
examines the robustness of the effect of goal start date selection source by manipulating the
social distance of the goal start date selector, and Study 4 explores whether consumers can
predict the effects of selection source and goal start date on motivation. Study 5 identifies the
facilitating mechanisms that explain the interaction effect of selection source by day of the week
on goal commitment. Finally, study 6 employs a longitudinal field study to examine the impact
of selection source and goal start date on goal commitment and attainment.
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VIII. PRETESTS

Pretests 1-2
To identify goals that were perceived as relevant and important to our study participants,
a pretest was conducted using 92 undergraduate students obtained from a University research
pool (𝑀𝑎𝑔𝑒 = 20; 63% female). Participants saw a list of nine personal goals drawn from existing
research (Woolley & Fishbach, 2017; exercising, eating healthy, having healthier habits, saving
money, getting organized, learning something new, getting out of debt, spending time with
family, and helping others) and then rated the importance of these goals on a 5-point likert scale
(endpoints 1 = not at all important, 5 = extremely important). Across all goal types, the average
rating of goal importance ranged from 2.78 to 5.00, with a grand mean of 3.99 (see Table 1).

A one sample t-test was conducted to assess the relative importance of each type of goal
compared to the midpoint of the goal importance scale (i.e., 3 = neutral; see Table 2). The results
show all goals are relatively important but exercising (Mexercising = 4.26; t(91) = 14.23, p < .01)
and saving money (Msaving money = 4.46; t(91) = 24.00, p < .01) were two of the most important
goals in this analysis. These findings coincide with the results of Dai and colleagues (2014),
highlighting the importance of fitness-related goals and suggest an additional goal context for
exploring the Fresh Start Effect (i.e., saving money).
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Table 1: Pretest 1 Goal Means
Student Goal Pretest
Goal

Mean

Standard Deviation

Exercising

4.26

.85

Eating healthy

3.87

.92

Having healthier habits

3.97

.78

Saving money

4.46

.58

Getting organized

3.87

1.03

Learning something new

3.83

.92

Getting out of debt

3.98

1.19

Spending time with family

3.97

1.11

Helping others

3.93

1.07

3.99

.57

Grand mean

Table 2: Pretest 1 T-Test Results
Goal

t

df

Exercising

14.23*

91

Eating healthy

9.10*

91

Having healthier habits

11.95*

91

Saving money

24.00*

91

Getting organized

8.10*

91

Learning something new

8.60*

91

Getting out of debt

7.91*

91

Spending time with family

8.33*

91

Helping others

8.40*

91

*p < .01
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To reaffirm that saving money and exercising are important goals, a second pretest was
conducted using 99 participants recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk).
Participants, ages 18-61 (M = 34.41; 51% female), were asked to rate the importance of the same
personal goals on a 9-point likert scale (endpoints 1 = not at all important, 9 = extremely
important). In this sample, the grand mean of goal importance ranged from 3.44 to 8.89, with an
average of 7.00 (See Table 3).

Table 3: Pretest 2 Goal Means
MTurk Goal Pretest
Goal

Mean

Standard Deviation

Exercising

7.16

1.50

Eating healthy

6.98

1.93

Having healthier habits

7.21

1.66

Saving money

7.80

1.50

Getting organized

6.82

1.60

Learning something new

6.53

1.27

Getting out of debt

6.95

2.41

Spending time with family

6.85

2.21

Helping others

6.71

1.92

7.00

1.20

Grand mean

A one sample t-test was conducted to assess the relative importance of each type of goal
compared to the midpoint of the goal importance scale (i.e., 5 = neutral; See Table 4). The results
confirm that exercising (Mexercising = 7.16; t(98) = 14.31, p < .01) and saving money (Msaving money
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= 7.80; t(91) = 18.58, p < .01) are two important goals compared to neutral responses. Having
established the importance of these two goals in our study populations, saving money and
exercising will be used as the goal contexts for investigating the Fresh Start Effect in subsequent
studies.

Table 4: Pretest 2 T-Test Results
MTurk Goal Pretest (test value = 5.00)
Goal

t

df

Exercising

14.31*

98

Eating healthy

10.19*

98

Having healthier habits

13.25*

98

Saving money

18.58*

98

Getting organized

11.31*

98

Learning something new

11.93*

98

Getting out of debt

8.05*

98

Spending time with family

8.34*

98

Helping others

8.86*

98

*p < .01

Pretest 3
Dai and colleagues (2014) utilized Google search data for several key terms to determine
whether aspirational search behavior increases following several generic calendar and work
calendar temporal landmarks. Dai et al. (2014) examine online search behavior for various key
terms over an 8-year period. The first term, dieting, was tested as the aspirational search term,
whereas the other search terms (i.e., laundry, weather, gardening, and news) were examined as
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placebo terms. Their findings show that Google search frequency for the term “dieting” was
greater at the start of a new week, the start of a new month, the start of a new year, and after U.S.
federal holidays. However, interest in the placebo search terms did not vary based on these
generic temporal landmarks.
To confirm the existence of the Fresh Start Effect in a new goal context (i.e., saving
money), the methodology employed by Dai, Milkman, and Riis (2014) was utilized to determine
public interest for the phrase “saving money” using daily Google search data. The data was
obtained from “Google Trends” (http://trends.google.com), a website providing data on daily
Google web search trends. Google Trends provides daily search data that is normalized relative
to the total number of daily Google searches (for all searches on all topics) and provides an
estimate for the relative popularity of the topic being examined.
The data for the present study is based on the daily number of Google searches in the
United States for the term “saving money” for the time period of January 1, 2015 to May 2, 2019
(1,583 days). The value assigned for each day is scaled relative to total Google queries, with the
greatest number of searches assigned a scaled value of 100, and other days scaled accordingly
(between 0 and 100). During the time period analyzed, the relative daily search volume ranged
from 26 to 100 (M = 70.07, SD = 13.39), and each day during this period had a scaled value
greater than zero (See Figure 1).
To determine whether people show more interest in saving money following temporal
landmarks, a model predicting Google Trend volume was analyzed using ordinary least squares
(OLS) regression. Using STATA 15, a fixed-effect regression model estimated search term
interest values, and interest values were scaled over 15 ninety-day time periods. The independent
variables in the analysis include temporal landmarks based on generic calendar events and work
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calendar events. The generic calendar events include the following continuous variables: days
since the start of the week, days since the start of the month, and months since the start of the
year. The work calendar events include the first workday after a U.S. federal holiday and a fresh
start score x first workday after a U.S. federal holiday predictor. Ten U.S. federal holidays were
examined in this analysis: New Year’s Day, Martin Luther King Jr. Day, President’s Day,
Memorial Day, Independence Day, Labor Day, Columbus Day, Veterans Day, Thanksgiving
Day, and Christmas Day. The fresh start scores utilized in this analysis are standardized
composite scores measuring the extent to which each federal holiday feels like a fresh start and
range from -.79 for President’s Day to 2.53 for New Year’s Day (Dai et al., 2014). Table 5
provides additional information on the variables included in this analysis.

Table 5: Pretest 3 Independent Variables
Variable

Type

Range of Values

Days since start of the week

Continuous

1 (Monday) – 7 (Sunday)

Days since start of the month

Continuous

1 (1st day of the month) – 31 (last day of the
month)

Months since start of the year

Continuous

1 (January) – 12 (December)

First workday after a U.S.
federal holiday

Dummy

0 (Not the first workday after a U.S. federal
holiday) – 1 (First workday after a U.S.
federal holiday)

Fresh start score

Continuous

-.79 (score for President’s Day) – 2.53 (score
for New Year’s Day)

First workday after a U.S.
federal holiday x Fresh start
score

Continuous

-.79 (first workday after President’s Day) –
2.53 (first workday after New Year’s Day)
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Figure 1: Pretest 3 Google Trends Plot for Saving Money

The regression analyses show that interest in saving money was greater on days that
coincide with the generic calendar predictors: days since the start of the week, days since the
start of the month, and months since the start of the year (See Table 6). First, Google searches for
the term “saving money” are greatest on Mondays and decrease as the week progresses (b = 1.25, SE = .13, p < .01). Second, search interest in this term decreases as the days of the month
progress, with interest being higher at the beginning of the month (b = -.06, SE = .03, p = .03).
Third, search interest decreases as the months of the year progress, with interest being higher at
the beginning of the year (b = -.94, SE = .10, p < .01). The results highlight the natural tendency
of individuals to search for goal-relevant terms on Google based on generic calendar temporal
landmarks.
Table 6: Pretest 3 Regression Results
Google Search Term

Saving Money

Generic Calendar Predictors

Coefficients

SE

Sig

Days since the start of the week (Monday)

-1.25

.13

.00

Days since the start of the month

-.06

.03

.03

Months since the start of the year

-.94

.10

.00

First workday after federal holiday

2.60

1.46

.10

First workday after federal holiday x
Fresh start score

7.68

1.46

.00

Work Calendar Predictors

Fixed Effects

Yes

Observations

1,583

R-squared

.23
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In addition to the generic calendar predictors, work calendar predictors were also
examined in the regression analyses. Although not significant at α = .05, the analysis shows that
interest in saving money does increase on the first workday after a U.S. federal holiday at α = .10
(b = 2.60, SE = 1.46, p = .10). More importantly though, search interest for this term increases
significantly on the first workday after U.S. federal holidays that are perceived as more like a
fresh start (b = 7.68, SE = 1.46, p < .01). For holidays that are perceived as more of a fresh start,
goal-related search behavior increases significantly. Among the “freshest” workdays (based on
“fresh start score”; +1SD), daily search interest for saving money increased by 7.68 points on a
scale ranging from 0-100. These results mirror the findings of Dai et al. (2014), as they provide
support for the increased interest in goal-related information following temporal landmarks. The
present study extends their findings to another goal (i.e., saving money) which is also influenced
by generic and work calendar temporal landmarks.
Collectively, these pretests identify and validate “saving money” and health-related goals
as goals that are relevant and important to my populations of interest. Additionally, because
existing work on the Fresh Start Effect has not documented the effect within a saving money
goal, Pretest 3 documents that motivation to pursue this goal (as measured by Google search
volume) conforms to the pattern of motivation identified by Dai and colleagues (2014; the “Fresh
Start Effect”). In the studies that follow, saving money and health-related goals are used as
stimuli to examine the effects of goal start date and the selector of that date on goal commitment.
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IV. STUDY 1

As pretest 3 documents, interest in saving money increases on natural calendar breaks
(e.g., Mondays, firsts of the month) and on post-holiday workdays that are perceived as “fresh”
(e.g., the first workday after New Year’s Day). To test Hypotheses 1a and 1b, Study 1 examines
whether who chooses the goal start date interacts with the perceived “freshness” of that date to
affect goal commitment (See Figure 2). I predict that the Fresh Start Effect will affect goal
commitment when the goal start date is self-selected (i.e., goal commitment will be greater when
individuals choose to pursue the goal of saving money on a generic calendar temporal landmark
[Monday]). However, when the goal start date is not self-selected (i.e., the goal start date is
selected by someone else, or there is no option to choose), the Fresh Start Effect will not occur
(i.e., the specific goal start date will not affect goal commitment).
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Figure 2: Study 1 Conceptual Model

Study 1 utilized a 2 (selection source: self vs. other) x 2 (day of the week: Monday vs.
Saturday) between-subjects design. One hundred seventy-six participants were recruited from a
University student research pool and received course credit in exchange for their participation.
Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions and read that the researchers
were interested in understanding how consumers strive to attain personal goals. They then read
that they would be participating in a financial challenge with an overall goal of saving money
and indicated how important this goal was to them personally (endpoints: 1 = not at all
important, 5 = very important). Goal importance ranged from 2 – 5, with an average of 4.40 (SD
= .70). Participants then listed three things they could personally do to achieve their goal of
saving money. Examples of participant responses are included in Table 7.
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Table 7: Ways to Save Money
Ways to Achieve the Goal of Saving Money
Make coffee at home
Open a savings account
Eat out less/Cook at home more often
Carpool/Ride bike
Reduce online shopping/Clothes buying
Use a budgeting app to monitor expenses
Make lists before shopping/Reduce impulse buying
Dump my girlfriend

In the self-choice conditions, participants saw a calendar and chose the start date of their
financial challenge from the calendar dates highlighted in green. Participants in the selfchoice/Monday condition were allowed to choose their start date from four Mondays in June
2019: June 3rd, June 10th, June 17th, or June 24th. Those in the self-choice/Saturday condition
were allowed to choose their start date from four Saturdays in June 2019: June 8th, June 15th,
June 22nd, or June 29th (see Appendix B for stimuli). In the other conditions, participants were
given a goal start date. Specifically, participants in the other-choice/Monday condition read that
the financial challenge started on Monday, June 3rd, whereas participants in the otherchoice/Saturday condition read that the financial challenge started on Saturday, June 8th. These
dates were chosen as the preset start dates because they corresponded with the first of the four
options offered to participants in the self-choice conditions, creating a conservative test of my
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hypothesis as the first Monday/Saturday of the month should feel fresher than the last
Monday/Saturday.
After reading their assigned scenario, all participants answered questions regarding the
construct of interest—goal commitment. Goal commitment was measured using five items
measured on 7-point Likert scales (e.g., “How committed are you to your goal of saving
money?”, 1 = not at all committed, 7 – very committed; α = .88; Devezer, Sprott, Spangenberg,
& Czellar, 2014). Scale items are presented in Appendix D.

Study 1 Results
Of the 90 participants permitted to choose their own start date (self-choice condition),
88% (79/90) chose to start pursuing their goal on the first date option (see Table 8). Of those
selecting from the Monday options, 84% (42/50) selected to pursue their goal on Monday, June
3rd. Of those selecting from the Saturday options, 92.5% (37/40) selected to pursue their goal on
Saturday, June 8th. These two dates correspond to the dates provided in the two other-choice
conditions, highlighting that the only difference between the self-choice and other-choice
conditions is who chose the goal initiation date.
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Table 8: Study 1 Frequencies of Chosen Dates
Selected Dates (Self-Select/Monday)

Frequency

Percentage

Monday, June 3rd

42

84%

Monday, June 10th

6

12%

Monday, June 17th

1

2%

Monday June 24th

1

2%

Cumulative

50

100%

Frequency

Percentage

Saturday, June 8th

37

92.5%

Saturday, June 15th

2

5%

Saturday, June 22nd

1

2.5%

Saturday, June 29th

0

0%

Cumulative

40

100%

Selected Dates (Self-Select/Saturday)

To test Hypothesis 1, responses were analyzed using analysis of variance (ANOVA). The
results show a significant interaction of day of the week x selection source on goal commitment
(F(1, 172) = 8.86, p < .01). When participants selected their own start date, they reported greater
goal commitment when goal pursuit was scheduled to begin on Mondays (𝑀𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑓−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 6.22)
than on Saturdays (𝑀𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑓−𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.66; F(1, 172) = 9.61, p < .01). However, when
respondents did not select their goal start dates, goal commitment did not differ based on the
scheduled goal start date (𝑀𝑜𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.82 vs. 𝑀𝑜𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟−𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 6.03); F(1, 172) = 1.27, p
= .26).1 These findings suggest that the influence of temporal landmarks depends on who chooses
1

Removing the 11 participants in the self-choice condition who did not pick the first date option in their assigned
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the goal start date (see Figure 3). The results also reveal that on Mondays, goal commitment was
greater when the goal start date was self-chosen (𝑀𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑓−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 6.22) compared to when the
goal start date was other-chosen (𝑀𝑜𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.82; F(1, 172) = 5.35, p = .02). This finding
further demonstrates the influential role of choice of goal start date commitment to that goal.

Figure 3: Study 1 Results Chart

Study 1 Discussion
Study 1 serves as an initial investigation into the role that start date selection source plays
in moderating the well-documented Fresh Start Effect. The results suggest that the Fresh Start
Effect is only present when goal start dates are self-chosen. When respondents were constrained
condition did not change the results. The analysis shows a significant interaction of day of the week x selection
source (F(1, 161) = 8.24, p < .01). There is a significant difference in goal commitment between Monday and
Saturday for those who self-selected their own start date (F(1, 161) = 8.47, p < .01), such that goal commitment was
greater for those who selected Monday compared to those who selected Saturday (Mself-Monday = 6.17 vs. MselfSaturday = 5.61). However, goal commitment did not differ between days for those who were not permitted to select
their own start date (F(1, 161) = 1.24, p = .27). These results show that the inclusion of participants who did not
select the first date option does not affect the overall findings.
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to choosing from a list of Saturdays, goal commitment was significantly lower than when
respondents chose from a list of Mondays. However, when the goal start date was predetermined (i.e., the other-choice conditions), the specific goal start date did not affect
commitment to the goal. The results of Study 1 provide initial support for Hypotheses 1a-b.
However, this analysis used self-reported measures of goal commitment, and the artificial setting
of this study may not reflect real world behavior. To overcome this limitation and provide
additional support for Hypotheses 1a-b, Study 2 empirically examines the relationship between
start date choice and start date using objective data collected from Google Trends. Specifically,
Study 2 assesses interest in goal-related activities whose start dates are either self-or otherchosen by analyzing online search behavior.
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X. STUDY 2

Study 2 examines differences in online search behavior between phrases suggesting goal
behavior with self-chosen (i.e., home workout) and other-chosen (i.e., fitness class) start dates.
“Home workout” was selected as the self-chosen start date behavior, as consumers have more
control regarding when to start working out. “Fitness class” was selected for the other-chosen
start date goal behavior, as consumers are constrained to participate in these classes based on the
availability of scheduled classes. Public interest for the phrases “home workout” and “fitness
class” were assessed using Google search data obtained from Google Trends (as in Pretest 3).
Search interest data was obtained for a 990-day period, from September 14, 2016 to May 20,
2019. The value assigned for each day is scaled relative to all Google queries. The greatest
number of searches for a particular term is assigned a scaled value of 100, and the other days
within that time period are scaled accordingly (between 0 and 100). During the study time
period, the relative daily search volume for “home workout” ranged from 22 to 100 (M = 59.23,
SD = 14.17), and the search volume for “fitness class” ranged from 21 to 100 (M = 67.58, SD =
15.36). Daily search interest for both terms during this time period had a scaled value greater
than zero.
To assess whether people show more interest in these goal-related behaviors based on the
day of the week, two models predicting Google Trend volume were analyzed using ordinary
least squares (OLS) regression. Using STATA 15, fixed-effect regression models estimated
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search term interest values, and interest values were scaled over 11 ninety-day time periods. The
independent variable in the analysis was day of the week, and six dummy variables were
included in the analysis–one for each day of the week from Tuesday to Sunday (with Monday
omitted). Month was also included in the analysis as a control variable.

Study 2 Results
The findings show that Google searches for the term “home workout” are greatest on
Mondays and decrease as the week progresses (b = -2.11, SE = .17, p < .01). Compared to
Mondays, search interest for “home workout” was lowest on Friday (b = -16.19, SE = 1.21, p <
.01; see Table 9). This finding provides support for the Fresh Start Effect—interest in goalrelated behavior is greatest at the beginning of the week when people are able to choose when to
pursue their goals. The results for ”fitness class” do not support the Fresh Start Effect.
Specifically, the findings show that Google searches for the term “fitness class” (a goal-related
behavior for which people would not have control over the start date) do not substantially
increase or decrease as the week progresses (b = .23, SE = .32, p = .49). Interestingly, compared
to Mondays, search interest for “fitness class” was greatest on Tuesday (b = 24.31, SE = 3.45, p
< .01) (See Figure 4).
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Table 9: Study 2 Regression Results
Google Search Term
Independent Variables

Home Workout

Fitness Class

Coefficients

Sig

SE

Coefficients

Sig

SE

Tuesday

-.11

.93

1.30

24.31

.00

3.45

Wednesday

-2.85

.05

1.32

21.80

.03

2.64

Thursday

-8.29

.00

1.06

18.25

.00

2.34

Friday

-16.19

.00

1.21

9.55

.00

1.98

Saturday

-13.83

.00

1.49

12.28

.00

1.75

Sunday

-5.66

.00

1.05

14.42

.00

1.75

Fixed Effects

Yes

Yes

Observations

990

990

R-squared

.37

.30
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Figure 4: Study 2 Google Search Interest Plot

Study 2 Discussion
Using objective data collected from Google Trends, Study 2 provides additional evidence
that the ability to choose the starting date for goal pursuit moderates the importance of the actual
starting date (i.e., the Fresh Start Effect). Mirroring the findings from Study 1, the search interest
of goal-related behavior for the self-scheduled start date was greatest at the beginning of the
week (i.e., Monday) and decreased as the week progressed. However, interest for goal-related
behavior whose timing was not self-chosen did not follow this same pattern. Specifically, interest
in other-chosen start date goal-related behavior was lowest on Monday and peaked on Tuesday.
Thus, the Fresh Start Effect was present for self-determined goal behavior but not evident for
other-determined goal behavior.
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XI. STUDY 3

Studies 1 and 2 examine how self-vs. other-determined goal start dates affect goal
commitment, and the findings show that having control over the goal start date affects the Fresh
Start Effect. In Study 3, I expand upon these findings to investigate whether the source of the
other-determined goal start date matters and if goal commitment is affected. Will an individual’s
commitment vary depending on the relationship of the other person selecting the goal start date?
For example, pursuing a fitness challenge on a date determined by a best friend or romantic
partner may feel more self-determined than pursuing a fitness challenge on a date determined by
a stranger (or an administrator). Historically, research in social psychology has attempted to
understand how various forms of social influence affect motivation and goal pursuit (Shah,
2003).
The psychological presence of others and our mental representations of various types of
others (e.g., friends, colleagues, family) have the potential to influence our sense of self and our
self-regulated behaviors (Sherif, 1948; Kelley, 1952). How we mentally represent others affects
how we perceive both ourselves and others, our interactions with others, our desires and choices,
and our pursuits (Kruglanski, 1996; Shah, 2003). Social influence has been shown to affect
reflected self-appraisals (Cooley, 1964), the process of internalization (Schafer, 1968), goal
appraisals (Shah, 2003b), self-evaluative social comparison effects (Stapel & Koomen, 2005),
self-improvement (Taylor & Lobel, 1989), competition (Tesser, 1988; Mussweiler, 2003), and
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goal attainment (Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee, 1999; Stapel & Koomen, 2001).
Goal appraisals are affected by several factors, such as the objective characteristics of the
goal, dispositional and situational factors, and external factors (Atkinson, 1964; Feather, 1990;
Shah & Higgins, 1997; Vroom, 1964). Kruglanski, 1996). These external factors can be social in
nature, such as the perceived desires and expectations of significant others (Shah, 2003).
Influential others can affect motivation both explicitly and implicitly, and individuals may not be
aware of their influence (Locke & Latham, 1990; Higgins, 1999; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan &
Deci, 2000; Shah, 2003). Some of the factors that affect goal pursuit draw attention to
similarities between self and others, resulting in assimilated self-perceptions, or highlight selfdistinctiveness, contrasting perceptions of self (Carnevale & Probst, 1998; Stapel & Koomen,
2005). However, this view is challenged by proponents of Self-Determination Theory, as SDT
researchers posit that any controlling social influence may affect our sense of self, our capacity
for self-congruent actions, and interfere with self-regulation processes (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
To test whether differences exist, Study 3 explores whether goal commitment to otherscheduled goals differs based on the relationship of the other person to the participant (i.e., near
vs. distant other). Study 3 utilized a 3 (selection source: self vs. near other vs. distant other) x 2
(day of the week: Monday vs. Saturday) between-subjects design. Three hundred twenty-two
participants were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk). Participants (M age =
38.34; 51% male) were randomly assigned to one of the six conditions and read that the
researchers were interested in understanding personality constructs related to consumer goal
pursuit and fitness-related challenges.
Participants in all conditions read that they would be participating in a "step challenge"
hosted by their employer, and that the challenge would begin in April 2021. Like Study 1,
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participants in the self-choice conditions saw a calendar of possible challenge start dates and
chose the start date of their step challenge from the calendar dates highlighted in green.
Participants in the self-choice/Monday condition were allowed to choose their start date from
four Mondays in April 2021: April 5th, April 12th, April 19th, or April 26th. Those in the selfchoice/Saturday condition were allowed to choose their start date from four Saturdays in April
2021: April 3rd, April 10th, April 17th, or April 24th.
In the near-other conditions, participants read that their best friend at work chose their
goal start date. Specifically, participants in the near-other/Monday condition read that their best
friend at work chose for them to begin the step challenge on Monday, April 5th. Participants in
the near-other/Saturday condition read that their best friend at work chose for them to begin the
step challenge on Saturday, April 3rd.
In the distant-other conditions, participants read that a challenge administrator chose
their goal start date. Specifically, participants in the distant-other/Monday condition read that a
challenge administrator chose for them to begin the step challenge on Monday, April 5th.
Participants in the distant-other/Saturday condition read that a challenge administrator chose for
them to begin the step challenge on Saturday, April 3rd. As in Study 1, April 3rd and 5th were
selected for the other-choice conditions because they correspond with the first of the four options
offered to participants in the self-choice conditions. After reading the fitness challenge scenario,
all participants indicated their commitment to the fitness goal on the items used in Study 1
(Devezer et. al., 2014; α = .88).

Study 3 Results
Of the 110 participants permitted to choose their own start date (i.e., participants in the
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self-choice conditions), 78% (86/110) chose to start pursuing their goal on the first date option
(see Table 10). Of those selecting from the Monday options, 83% (44/53) selected to pursue their
goal on Monday, April 5th. Of those selecting from the Saturday options, 74% (42/57) selected
to pursue their goal on Saturday, April 3rd.

Table 10: Study 3 Frequencies of Chosen Dates
Selected Dates (Self-Select/Monday)

Frequency

Percentage

Monday, April 5th

44

83%

Monday, April 12th

8

15.1%

Monday, April 19th

0

0%

Monday, April 26th

1

1.9%

Cumulative

53

100%

Frequency

Percentage

Saturday, April 3rd

42

73.7%

Saturday, April 10th

13

22.8%

Saturday, April 17th

8

3.5%

Saturday, April 24th

0

0%

Cumulative

57

100%

Selected Dates (Self-Select/Saturday)

Responses were analyzed using analysis of variance (ANOVA). The analysis reveals a
significant main effect of day of the week on goal commitment (F(1, 316) = 8.68, p < .01), such
that goal commitment is greater on Mondays than on Saturdays (𝑀𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.88 vs. 𝑀𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦
= 5.56). qualified by the predicted interaction between day of the week and selection source (F(2,
62

316) = 6.79, p < .01; see Figure 5). When participants selected their own start date, they reported
greater goal commitment when they chose to pursue their goals beginning on Mondays
(𝑀𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑓−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 6.10) than on Saturdays (𝑀𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑓−𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.27; F(1, 316) = 19.57, p < .01),
illustrating the Fresh Start Effect. When the goal start date was selected by a near other (i.e., best
friend at work) or a distant-other (i.e., challenge administrator), goal commitment did not differ
based on the goal start date (near other: 𝑀𝑛𝑒𝑎𝑟−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.84 vs. 𝑀𝑛𝑒𝑎𝑟−𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.56; F(1,
316) = 2.24, p = .16; distant other: 𝑀𝑑𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑛𝑡−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.69 vs. 𝑀𝑑𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑛𝑡−𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.84; F(1,
316) = 0.63, p = .43).
The results also reveal that when the fitness challenge was scheduled to begin on
Monday, goal commitment was greater when the goal start date was self-chosen compared to
when the goal start date was selected by a distant other (𝑀𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑓−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 6.10 vs.
𝑀𝑑𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑛𝑡−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.69; p = .03) but not when chosen by a close-other. (𝑀𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑓−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 6.10
vs. 𝑀𝑛𝑒𝑎𝑟−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.84; p = .18). On Saturday-scheduled start dates, goal commitment was
greater when the goal start date was selected by a distant other (i.e., challenge administrator)
compared to when the goal start date was self-selected (𝑀𝑑𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑛𝑡−𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.84 vs.
𝑀𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑓−𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.27; p < .01). However, on Saturday-scheduled start dates, goal commitment
did not differ between self-chosen and near-other-chosen start dates (𝑀𝑛𝑒𝑎𝑟−𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.56 vs.
𝑀𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑓−𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.27; p = .14). Finally, goal commitment was compared for near vs. distant
other-selected goal start dates. For Monday-scheduled challenges, goal commitment did not
differ between near- and distant -other-selected start dates (𝑀𝑛𝑒𝑎𝑟−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.84 vs.
𝑀𝑑𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑛𝑡−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.69; p = .43). Similarly, for Saturday-scheduled challenges, goal
commitment did not differ between near- and distant-other-selected goal start dates
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(𝑀𝑛𝑒𝑎𝑟−𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.56 vs. 𝑀𝑑𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑛𝑡−𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.84; p = .13).

Figure 5: Study 3 Results Chart

Study 3 Discussion
Study 3 explored the robustness of the effects identified in Studies 1 and 2 by examining
whether the Fresh Start Effect was interrupted when the “other” responsible for selecting the start
date for goal pursuit was described as socially close to the respondent. The findings from Study
3 provide further support for the importance of self-choice in facilitating the Fresh Start Effect.
When goal start dates are chosen by near- or distant-others, the Fresh Start Effect is interrupted.
Importantly though, when goal start dates are self-chosen, goal commitment is influenced by
temporal landmarks.
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XII. STUDY 4

Previous research in social and consumer psychology highlights the importance of
understanding whether individuals are aware of their own biases and whether they can accurately
forecast future events (Hsee & Zhang, 2004; Campbell & Warren, 2015; Tully & Meyvis, 2017).
Thus, Study 4 seeks to determine whether individuals are aware of the motivational influences
associated with the Fresh Start Effect and selection source. That is, is it obvious that greater
motivation is experienced for self-determined goal start days that correspond with temporal
landmarks? Will people predict this effect when considering the motivation of others? If the
influence of temporal landmarks and selection source is intuitive, predictions of others’
motivation should mirror participants’ experienced motivation (i.e., goal commitment should be
greater on Mondays for self-selected goal start days for respondents in the participate vs. imagine
conditions). However, if the results differ between these two conditions, people may not be
aware of these biases in motivation.
Study 4 examines consumers’ ability to forecast the interactive effects of start-date
selector and goal start date utilizing a 2 (selection source: self vs. other) x 2 (day of the week:
Monday vs. Saturday) x 2 (format: participate vs. imagine) between-subjects design. Three
hundred eighty participants were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk).
Respondents, ages 19-77 (M = 39; 50% female), were randomly assigned to one of eight
conditions.
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All respondents read a scenario about a fitness-related challenge. Like the previous
studies, respondents in the participate conditions read that they would be participating in a step
challenge hosted by their employer in April 2021. Respondents in the self-choice conditions
were informed that they could choose their own start date from the calendar dates highlighted in
green. In the self-choice/Monday condition, respondents viewed the calendar with four Mondays
highlighted in green (i.e., April 5th, 12th, 19th, and 26th) and chose their start date. Respondents
in the self-choice/Saturday condition viewed the calendar with four Saturdays highlighted in
green (i.e., April 3rd, 10th, 17th, and 24th) and chose their start date. In the other-choice
conditions, respondents read that their employer chose the start date of the step challenge.
Specifically, respondents in the other-choice/Monday condition read that their employer chose
Monday, April 5th as the step challenge start date, whereas respondents in the otherchoice/Saturday condition read that their employer chose for the step challenge to begin on
Saturday, April 3rd.
Respondents in the imagine conditions read similar instructions, but instead of
participating themselves, they were asked to imagine another person who would be participating
in this step challenge. Respondents in the self-choice conditions read that this person chose their
own start date from the calendar dates highlighted in green. In the self-choice/Monday condition,
respondents predicted which date the step challenge participant selected (i.e., April 5th, 12th,
19th, and 26th). Respondents in the self-choice/Saturday condition viewed the calendar with four
Saturdays highlighted in green and predicted which date the step challenge selected (i.e., April
3rd, 10th, 17th, and 24th). In the other-choice conditions, respondents read that the step
challenge participant’s employer chose the start date of the step challenge. Specifically,
respondents in the other-choice/Monday condition read that the participant’s employer chose
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Monday, April 5th, whereas respondents in the other/Saturday condition read that the
participant’s employer chose Saturday, April 3rd.
After reading their assigned scenario, all respondents estimated the number of daily steps
taken during this challenge and answered items gauging goal commitment. In the participate
conditions, participants were asked to indicate their own commitment to this goal, whereas in the
imagine conditions, they indicated how committed they felt that the described person would be
(Devezer et. al., 2014).

Study 4 Results
Daily step estimates for all conditions ranged from 200 to 15,000 (M = 5,725; SD =
4,115), and the average number of daily steps predicted did not differ across conditions (F(7,
372) = 0.58, p = .77). Of the 190 participants permitted to choose their own start date, 77%
(146/190) chose to start pursuing their goal on the first date option (see Table 11). Of those
selecting from the Monday options in the participate condition, 91% (42/46) selected to pursue
their goal on Monday, April 5th. Of those selecting from the Monday options in the imagine
condition, 70% (35/50) selected to pursue their goal on Monday, April 5th. Of those selecting
from the Saturday options in the participate condition, 80% (42/50) selected to pursue their goal
on Saturday, April 3rd. Of those selecting from the Saturday options in the imagine condition,
61% (27/44) selected to pursue their goal on Saturday, April 3rd. The results of chi-squared tests
indicate that the distribution of selected dates differs between the participate and imagine
conditions for both Monday (χ2 (3) = 9.98; p < .05) and Saturday conditions (χ2 (3) = 10.74; p <
.05).
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Table 11: Study 4 Frequencies of Chosen Dates
Participate
Selected Dates
(Self-Select/Monday)

Imagine

Frequency

Percentage

Frequency

Percentage

Monday, April 5th

42

91.3%

35

70%

Monday, April 12th

1

2.2%

10

20%

Monday, April 19th

1

2.2%

4

8%

Monday, April 26th

2

4.3%

1

2%

Cumulative

46

100%

50

100%

Frequency

Percentage

Frequency

Percentage

Saturday, April 3rd

42

84%

27

61.4%

Saturday, April 10th

5

10%

11

25%

Saturday, April 17th

1

2%

6

13.6%

Saturday, April 24th

2

4%

0

0%

Cumulative

50

100%

44

100%

Selected Dates
(Self-Select/Saturday)

To test the hypothesized moderated moderation model, Process Model 3 was used with
10,000 bootstrap samples (Hayes, 2018). Specifically, this analysis tested whether the interaction
of selection source by day of the week differed based on scenario format (i.e., participate vs.
imagine). The results indicate a significant three-way interaction of selection source by day of
the week by format (b = -.82, t(372) = -2.00, se = .41, p < .05, 95% CI [-1.63, -.02]), suggesting
that the moderation by selection source on the relationship between day of the week on goal
commitment depends on format. Replicating the results of Study 1, for those in the participate
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conditions, the effect of day of the week on goal commitment is moderated by selection source
[𝜃𝑑𝑎𝑦 𝑥 𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑠𝑜𝑢𝑟𝑐𝑒→𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑡𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 ∣ (format = participate) = .80, F(1, 372) = 7.46, p < .01], such
that participants in the self-choice condition feel more committed to the goal when they choose
between Mondays than when they choose between Saturdays (𝑀𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦−𝑆𝑒𝑙𝑓−𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑝𝑎𝑡𝑒 = 6.12
vs. 𝑀𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦−𝑆𝑒𝑙𝑓−𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑝𝑎𝑡𝑒 = 5.42). Among participants in the other-choice condition, the
specific start date did not affect goal commitment (𝑀𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦−𝑂𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟−𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑝𝑎𝑡𝑒 = 5.77 vs.
𝑀𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦−𝑂𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟−𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑝𝑎𝑡𝑒 = 5.87; see Figure 6). However, for those in the imagine conditions,
the effect of day of the week on goal commitment is not moderated by selection source
[𝜃𝑑𝑎𝑦 𝑥 𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑠𝑜𝑢𝑟𝑐𝑒→𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑡𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 ∣ (format = imagine) = -.03, F(1, 372) = .01, p = .93; see
Figure 7].

Figure 6: Study 4 Results Chart for Participate Conditions
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Figure 7: Study 4 Results Chart for Imagine Conditions

Study 4 Discussion
Study 4 explores consumers’ ability to predict the effects of goal start date choice and
temporal landmarks on goal commitment. The results suggest that people are not aware that selfselecting the goal start date and starting to pursue a goal on a Monday result in greater goal
commitment.
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XIII. STUDY 5

Collectively, Studies 1-4 demonstrate a reliable interaction between goal start date and
the ability to choose that start date on commitment to the goal. Study 5 turns toward an
exploration of the facilitating mechanisms that explain this interaction effect (see Figure 8). To
test Hypothesis 2, Study 5 utilized a 2 (selection source: self vs. other) x 2 (day of the week:
Monday vs. Saturday) between-subjects design. One hundred seventy-three undergraduate
students were recruited for participation through a University student research pool and received
course credit in exchange for their participation. Participants, ages 19-28 (M = 20.69; 63%
female), were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions and were informed that they
would be participating in a financial challenge based on the goal of saving money.

Figure 8: Study 5 Conceptual Model
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In the self-choice conditions, participants saw a calendar and chose the start date of their
financial challenge from the calendar dates highlighted in green. Participants in the selfselect/Monday condition chose their start date from four Mondays in October 2019: October 7th,
October 14th, October 21st, or October 28th. Those in the self-choice/Saturday condition chose
their start date from four Saturdays in October 2019: October 5th, October 12th, October 19th, or
October 26th. In the other-choice conditions, participants were informed of their goal start date.
Specifically, participants in the other-choice/Monday condition read that the financial challenge
started on Monday, October 7th, whereas participants in the other-choice/Saturday condition
read that the financial challenge started on Saturday, October 5th. The assigned dates for the
other-choice conditions were chosen because they correspond with the first of the four dates
offered as options to participants in the self-select conditions.
After reading their assigned scenario, all participants answered questions regarding the
constructs of interest—goal commitment, perceived autonomy, and self-efficacy. As in Study 1,
goal commitment was measured using five items from a scale developed by Devezer et. al.
(2014; α = .88). Perceived autonomy was captured using a five-item task-specific measure of
autonomy adapted from the job demands/characteristics scale (Hackman & Lawler, 1971,
Hackman & Oldham, 1975) and the autonomy dimension of the Player Experience of Need
Satisfaction (PENS) scale (Ryan, Rigby, & Przybylski, 2006; α = .90). These items assessed the
extent to which participants felt they had freedom and choice in the goal setting process (e.g., “I
experienced a lot of freedom in setting this goal”). Self-efficacy was measured using eight items
adapted from the General Self-Efficacy Scale (Chen, Gully, & Eden, 2001; α = .90; e.g. “I
believe I can succeed at this goal if I set my mind to it”). Full scales are provided in Appendix D.
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Study 5 Results
Of the 88 participants permitted to choose their own start date, 66% (58/88) chose to start
pursuing their goal on the first date option (see Table 12). Of those selecting from the Monday
options, 76% (34/45) selected to pursue their goal on Monday, October 7 th. Of those selecting
from the Saturday options, 56% (24/43) selected to pursue their goal on Saturday, October 5 th.

Table 12: Study 5 Frequencies of Chosen Dates
Selected Dates (Self-Select/Monday)

Frequency

Percentage

Monday, October 7th

34

75.6%

Monday, October 14th

8

17.8%

Monday, October 21st

3

6.7%

Monday, October 28th

0

0%

Cumulative

45

100%

Frequency

Percentage

Saturday, October 5th

24

55.8%

Saturday, October 12th

13

30.2%

Saturday, October 19th

3

7%

Saturday, October 26th

3

7%

Cumulative

43

100%

Selected Dates (Self-Select/Saturday)

To test the hypothesized moderated serial mediation model, Process Model 86 was used
with 10,000 bootstrap samples (Hayes, 2018). Specifically, this analysis tested whether the serial
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indirect effect of day of the week on goal commitment through perceived autonomy and selfefficacy was moderated by goal selection source. The results reveal a significant difference
between the conditional indirect effects of the day of the week→ perceived autonomy→ selfefficacy→ goal commitment serial mediation paths based on the goal selection source (Index of
Moderated Mediation [IMM] = .17, 95% CI [.06, .33]). When goal start days are self-chosen,
there is a significant negative indirect effect of day of the week on goal commitment through
perceived autonomy and self-efficacy (IE = -.09, 95% CI [-.19, -.03]). For self-chosen goal start
days, perceived autonomy was lower when choosing to start on a Saturday compared to starting
on Monday (b = -.66, t(169) = -2.85, se = .23, p < .01, 95% CI [-1.11, -.20]), and less autonomy
influenced self-efficacy beliefs (b = .25, t(170) = 5.72, se = .04, p < .01, 95% CI [.17, .34]). Selfefficacy beliefs, in turn, affected goal commitment (b = .55, t(167) = 6.04, se = .09, p < .01, 95%
CI [.38, .74]). However, for other-chosen goal start days, there is a significant positive indirect
effect of day of the week on goal commitment through perceived autonomy and self-efficacy (IE
= .08, 95% CI [.01, .18]). For other-chosen goal starts, perceived autonomy was greater when
starting on a Saturday compared to starting on Monday (b = . 56, t(169) = 2.41, se = .23, p < .05,
95% CI [.10, 1.02]). Greater perceived autonomy influenced self-efficacy beliefs (p < .01), and
greater self-efficacy beliefs affected goal commitment (p < .01). The analysis also shows that
self-efficacy alone is not a significant mediator of the interaction effect of selection source and
day of the week, as evidenced by the inclusion of zero within the confidence interval of the
indirect effect (IE = -.01, SE = .05, 95% CI [-.11, .10].

Study 5 Discussion
The objective of Study 5 was to identify the process through which goal state date and the
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ability to choose that start date affect goal commitment. Supporting Hypothesis 2, the results
suggest a serial mediation effect where the interaction of selection source and day of the week
affects perceptions of autonomy, which then influences perceptions of self-efficacy and,
ultimately, goal commitment. Existing research posits that self-efficacy is the facilitating
mechanism of the Fresh Start Effect (Dai, 2018), but the present study shows that self-efficacy
alone is not sufficient in explaining the Fresh Start Effect for different selection sources.
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XIV. STUDY 6

The last empirical study of this dissertation seeks to determine if the Fresh Start Effect
has an impact beyond the initial feelings of goal commitment by assessing goal attainment.
Previous research has yet to determine if the Fresh Start Effect has a lasting effect on goal
pursuit efforts (Dai et al., 2014). An examination of existing research on motivation and behavior
does not provide sufficient support for predicting either outcome (i.e., Fresh Start Effect
affects/does not affect goal attainment). On one hand, the Fresh Start Effect predicts motivation
to pursue aspirational behavior, suggesting that it only influences the initiation of goal-directed
behavior. Consider the fact that approximately 34% of US adults set New Year’s resolutions in
2019 (Statista, 2019). Of these adults, nearly 54% abandoned their resolutions within one month,
and only 9% reported adhering to these resolutions (Statista, 2019). Thus, temporal landmarks
may only increase goal commitment and short-term behavior and not result in sustained
motivation. On the other hand, previous research finds that motivation and intentions are often
predictive of behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Gollwitzer, 1999).
Certain factors, such as goal commitment, goal specificity, and how challenging the goal
is, are valuable predictors of goal attainment (Hollenbeck, Williams, & Klein, 1989; Locke,
1996, Seijts, Latham, Tasa, & Latham, 2004). Additionally, behavioral intentions are often
viewed as indicators of future behavior (Ajzen, 1988). The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB)
posits that performance of a behavior is determined by intentions and perceived behavioral
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control (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977; Ajzen, 1985; Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005). TPB has been used to
explain various types of behavior, including voting behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1981; Watters,
1989; Netemeyer, Burton, & Johnson, 1991), health-related behaviors (Godin & Kok, 1996;
Hagger, Chatzisarantis, & Biddle, 2002), recycling behavior (Aguilar-Luzon, Garcia-Martinez,
Calvo-Salguero, & Salinas, 2012), green purchase behavior (Albayrak, Aksoy, & Caber, 2013),
and donation behavior (Anker, Feeley, & Kim, 2010). However, the conditions under which this
theory applies may inhibit its use. For example, to be predictive of behavior, intentions and
perceived control must remain stable between assessment and observation, and any intervening
event during this time may inhibit accurate prediction of behavior (Ajzen, 1991). Similarly, TPB
does not discern between initiation and maintenance of behavior (Sheeran, Conner, & Norman,
2001; Jekauc, Voelkle, Wagner, Mess, Reiner, & Renner, 2015). Consequently, during goal
pursuit, the impact of intentions on behavior over time may be confounded by various
situational, environmental, personal, or social factors. Given these opposing perspectives and the
lack of empirical work in this area, Study 6 employs a longitudinal field study, designed to
examine the effects of goal start date and ability to choose that start date on goal commitment
and goal attainment. Existing studies on the Fresh Start Effect have not examined the influence
of temporal landmarks beyond initial reports of goal commitment. Thus, Study 6 contributes to
the literature by examining the impact of temporal landmarks on goal attainment using realworld behavior.
In March 2020, two hundred thirty-three undergraduate marketing students from a
University research pool completed an initial survey to determine their eligibility for
participation. To be considered for participation, respondents had to indicate their willingness to
track their daily steps for three weeks using a fitness tracking device (i.e., Apple Watch or
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FitBit). One hundred twenty-five respondents were excluded from participation because they
either did not own or utilize a fitness tracking device, or they opted out of participating in the
step challenge. The remaining one hundred eight respondents were randomly assigned to one of
four conditions (self-choice/Monday, self-choice/Saturday, other-choice/Monday, otherchoice/Saturday). Forty respondents did not complete the post-study survey, and twenty-five
students did not upload documentation supporting their daily step values, resulting in a final
sample of forty-three students (𝑀𝑎𝑔𝑒 = 21; 75% female).
In the self-choice conditions, participants saw a calendar and chose the start date of their
step challenge from the calendar dates highlighted in green. Participants in the selfchoice/Monday condition chose their start date from four Mondays in April 2020: April 6th,
April 13th, April 20th, or April 27th. Those in the self-choice/Saturday condition chose their
start date from four Saturdays in April 2020: April 4th, April 11th, April 18th, or April 25th. In
the other-choice conditions, participants were informed of their goal start date. Specifically,
participants in the other-choice/Monday condition were informed that the step challenge started
on Monday, April 6th, whereas participants in the other-choice/Saturday condition were
informed that the challenge started on Saturday, April 4th (see Appendix C for stimuli).
After reading about the step challenge, students answered five items to measure initial
goal commitment (Devezer et al., 2014) and were asked to estimate the number of steps they
would take daily during this challenge. Respondents then agreed to keep track of their daily step
activity for three weeks using a fitness tracking device (i.e., Apple Watch or FitBit). Upon
completion of the three-week step challenge, respondents completed a second survey. To
measure goal attainment, students reported their daily step values and uploaded screenshots from
their tracking devices to confirm their step activity (See Figure 9). Step challenge participants
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who successfully completed the step challenge study were entered into a random drawing for one
of three $100 Amazon gift cards.

Figure 9: Weekly Step Data Documentation Example

Study 6 Results
Responses from the initial survey were analyzed using analysis of variance (ANOVA).
The results show a significant interaction of day of the week by selection source on goal
commitment (F(1, 39) = 4.37, p < .05; see Figure 10). The results reveal that when participants
selected their own start date, they reported greater goal commitment when goal pursuit was
scheduled to begin on Mondays (𝑀𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑓−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 6.46) than on Saturdays (𝑀𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑓−𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 =
5.23; F(1, 39) = 13.11, p < .01). However, when respondents did not select their goal start dates,
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goal commitment did not differ based on the scheduled goal start date (𝑀𝑜𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟−𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.86 vs.
𝑀𝑜𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟−𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 5.54); F(1, 39) = 1.42, p = .24). This finding replicates the results of Studies
1, 3, and 4 in a real-world setting.

Figure 10: Study 6 Pre-Study Results Chart

Results from the post-study analysis show average daily step values ranged from 2,352 to
13,595 (M = 7,573, SD = 2,906). The findings show that the interaction of day of the week and
selection source on average daily steps is not significant (F(1, 39) = .78, p = .38; see Figure 11).
Additionally, the findings highlight a significant main effect of day of the week on daily steps,
such that daily step values were lower when goal pursuit started on Monday (𝑀𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 6,733)
than on Saturdays (𝑀𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑑𝑎𝑦 = 8,549; F(1, 39) = 4.24, p < .05). However, the main effect of
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selection source of daily step values was not significant F(1, 39) = .12, p = .73); see Figure 11).

Figure 11: Study 6 Post-Study Results Chart

Study 6 Discussion
The goal of the field study was to examine whether goal start date and the ability to
choose that start date affected not only goal commitment, but also goal attainment.
Unfortunately, my ability to draw conclusions from the data collected from this study is limited
by several factors not anticipated while designing the experiment. First, the COVID-19 pandemic
reached the United States during the course of the experiment. In fact, the Governor of
Mississippi ordered a statewide stay-at-home mandate which began on April 3, 2020.
Participants in the Saturday conditions began their challenge on April 4, 2020, and the
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participants in the Monday conditions started on April 6, 2020. Stay-at-home orders, prevalent in
April 2020, likely inhibited participants’ ability to reach (and/or interest in) their step goals.
Additionally, due to the disruption of the Spring 2020 academic semester, participation in this
study was lower than anticipated, resulting in a small number of respondents per condition.
Consequently, the overall sample size (i.e., forty-three students) prohibits reliable statistical
analyses and undermines any conclusions derived from the present study. Once some normalcy
is restored, I intend to rerun the present study with a larger group of respondents.
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XV. GENERAL DISCUSSION

Across six studies, this research identifies an important boundary condition of the Fresh
Start Effect: goal start date choice. The results from Study 1 provide initial support for the
influential role of choosing the goal start date and show that the Fresh Start Effect only occurs
when the start dates are self-chosen. Goal commitment was significantly higher when
participants chose to begin pursuing their goal on a Monday compared to Saturday. However,
goal commitment did not differ between days when goal start dates were chosen by another
person. Study 2 provides additional support for this effect using objective data collected from
Google Trends. This analysis shows that search interest of goal-related behavior was greatest on
Monday for self-chosen start dates and decreased as the week progressed. However, for otherchosen start date behavior, search interest was greatest on Tuesday and did not support the
influence of temporal landmarks.
Study 3 assessed whether the relationship of the other person choosing the goal start date
affected the observed pattern of effects illustrated in Studies 1 and 2. Supporting the findings
from Studies 1 and 2, goal commitment was influenced by temporal landmarks for self-chosen
goal start dates, such that commitment was greater on Mondays compared to Saturdays.
However, the relationship of the other person choosing the goal start date did not affect goal
commitment. That is, goal commitment was not influenced by temporal landmarks for either the
near or distant other-chosen goal start dates. Next, Study 4 examined whether participants are
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aware of the motivational biases that result from the influence of temporal landmarks and goal
start date choice. The results show that people are not aware of and cannot predict these biases.
For example, the effects of goal start date choice and temporal landmarks on goal commitment
were different depending on whether people were active participants in goal pursuit compared to
those who were imagining another person pursuing the same goal.
Study 5 explores the facilitating mechanisms that explain the interaction effect of goal
start date choice and temporal landmarks on goal commitment. Perceived autonomy and selfefficacy beliefs, two critical components of Self-Determination Theory, are identified as
sequential mediators of this effect. For self-chosen goal start dates, perceived autonomy was
reduced when participants chose to start pursuing their goal on Saturday. Lower perceived
autonomy resulted in less commitment to the goal through inhibited self-efficacy. The opposite
was true for other-chosen goal start dates. Specifically, participants reported greater autonomy
when goal pursuit started on Saturdays. Greater autonomy then positively affected self-efficacy
beliefs, and stronger self-efficacy beliefs enhanced goal commitment. Study 6, a longitudinal
field study, was designed to assess whether the interaction effect of goal start date choice and
day of the week influenced goal pursuit efforts beyond initial reports of goal commitment.
Although an effect was found on goal commitment in the pre-study survey, it did not affect
actual goal-related behavior during the course of the study. However, participation in this study
was hindered by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Theoretical Contributions
Existing research on the Fresh Start Effect has identified several boundary conditions of
this effect, including consumer mindset (Tu & Soman, 2014; Mathew, 2018); the categorization
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of time (Tu & Soman, 2014); regulatory focus (Corcoran & Peetz, 2014); calendar format
(Myrseth, 2009; Peetz & Wilson, 2013; Peetz & Epstude, 2016; Davydenko & Peetz, 2019);
temporal landmark saliency (Peetz & Wilson, 2013; Wilson et al., 2012); construal level
(Hennecke & Converse, 2017); and temporal framing (LeBoeuf et al., 2014). Although existing
research on goal pursuit acknowledges that self-regulatory processes play an important role in
deciding when and how to pursue self-improvement goals (Freitas et al., 2002; Gollwitzer &
Brandstatter, 1997), how these processes interact with temporal landmarks has not been studied.
In this dissertation, I extend our understanding of the Fresh Start Effect by identifying an
additional boundary condition – whether the goal start date is self-determined or chosen by an
external agent. My empirical studies consistently show that the Fresh Start Effect only occurs for
self-determined goal start dates (i.e., goal commitment is greater at the beginning of the week for
self-determined goal start dates). When goal start dates are chosen by external agents, motivation
to pursue aspirational goals is not affected by temporal landmarks. Further, I identify the
mechanisms that explain the interaction effect of goal start date choice and temporal landmarks
on goal commitment as perceived autonomy and self-efficacy beliefs.
The insights gleaned from this dissertation shed light on some of the hidden influences
that affect our goal pursuit efforts and aspirational behavior. Although many researchers have
sought to understand various interpersonal, social, and situational factors that affect motivation
(Shiv & Fedorikhin, 1999; Botti, Broniarczyk, Häubl, Hill, Huang, Kahn, Kopalle, Lehmann,
Urbany, & Wansink, 2008, Sela, Berger, & Liu, 2009, Milkman, 2012, Toure-Tillery &
Fishbach, 2012, Townsend & Liu, 2012), sparse research has investigated the influence of
temporal factors on promoting or inhibiting goal-related behavior (Dai et al., 2014).
Understanding when people are most motivated to pursue their goals may reduce nearsighted
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planning and decision making and enhance psychological, emotional, and physical well-being
over time. Individuals pursuing personal goals should embrace their fresh start feelings when
choosing when to begin creating positive changes in their lives, but should know that all days are
“equally fresh” when someone else chooses the goal start date.

Managerial Implications
The findings from this research also have implications for both advertising decisionmaking and employee performance management. In 2019, one in five Americans extensively use
fitness tracking devices, and the market is projected to grow due to high demand (Fortune
Business Insights, 2020). Consumers spent $46 billion on wearable fitness tracking devices in
2019, and spending is projected to reach $94 billion by 2022 (Statista, 2020). The increased
popularity of fitness tracking devices is fueled by growing consumer awareness of the benefits of
staying healthy, exercising regularly, changing consumer lifestyles, and the ability to monitor
their activities and achieve fitness-related goals. Thus, consumers want to be informed and have
more control over their self-improvement efforts. Firms’ advertising efforts for these products
could benefit from recognizing the impact of temporal landmarks and self-chosen goal start
dates. Indeed, previous research on the effectiveness of advertising messages shows that the
timing of advertising matters (Tellis, 2004; Braun-LaTour & LaTour, 2005; Narayanan,
Manchanda, & Chintagunta, 2005; Chandy, Tellis, Macinnis, & Thaivanich, 2001). Strategic
advertising campaigns could be launched at specific points in time (e.g., beginning of the week,
beginning of the month) and could emphasize that consumers have the choice to make positive
changes in their lives and highlight that they have control over their future. By doing so, they can
enhance consumers’ perceived autonomy, self-efficacy beliefs, and commitment to achieving
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their self-improvement goals.
Performance management of employees, in the form of goal setting, is relevant to the
findings of this dissertation. When managers encourage employee goal setting, they should be
mindful of the influences of who chooses the goal start date and how temporal landmarks affect
motivation. For assigned goals, managers need not be constrained by their usual practices of
setting employee goals that correspond with the beginning of a particular time period (e.g.,
quarterly, annually). As my findings show, when others choose goal start dates, motivation is not
impacted by temporal landmarks. Thus, managers have more flexibility when designing
performance-enhancing programs. However, my findings suggest that when employees
participate in choosing their own start date, they are more sensitive to temporal landmarks and
should not feel constrained by imposed goal parameters.

Limitations and Future Research
One of the primary limitations of my empirical studies is the use of self-reported
measures of goal commitment in hypothetical goal pursuit scenarios. Although goal commitment
scales possess high reliability and validity and are commonly employed to measure performancerelated outcomes (Seijts & Latham, 2000; Locke & Latham, 2002), self-reported measures may
not accurately predict real-world behavior. To offset this limitation, I supplemented the
experimental studies with objective data from a Google Trends analysis and conducted a
longitudinal field study. Unfortunately, unforeseen factors affected my ability to draw
meaningful conclusions from the longitudinal field study (i.e., COVID-19 pandemic). Therefore,
future research should examine how goal start date choice and temporal landmarks affect goal
attainment and could consider the role of feedback during the goal pursuit process (Butler &
87

Winne, 1995; Shepperd, Ouellette, & Fernandez, 1996; Tiefenbeck, Goette, Degen, Tasic,
Fleisch, Lalive, & Staake, 2018).
Additional research could examine various dispositional traits that may influence the
extent to which people are affected by temporal landmarks. Are there certain types of people
who are more susceptible to the influence of temporal landmarks and goal start date selection
source? For example, people who have stronger propensities to plan, prefer consistency, and
have an internal locus of control may be more sensitive to temporal landmarks and whether goal
start dates are self-chosen (Cialdini, Trost, & Newsom, 1995; Nail, Correll, Drake, Glenn, Scott,
& Stuckey, 2001; Lynch, Netemeyer, Spiller, & Zammit, 2010). Planners tend to be more
conscious of their time, are schedule-oriented, have a desire for control, and their actions reflect
habitual tendencies and automaticity of routines (Bargh & Barndollar, 1996; Schmidt, Beck, &
Gillespie, 2013; Steel et al., 2018). Additionally, future research could examine whether state
versus action orientation, a key individual difference variable that affects self-regulatory
processes, affects the relationship between goal start date selection source and temporal
landmarks on motivation (Kuhl, 1981; Bagozzi, Baumgartner, & Yi, 1992).
Finally, the studies of this dissertation are limited to self-chosen and other-chosen goal
start dates, but research on goal setting theory has compared three types of goal sources:
assigned, self-set, and participatively set goals (Locke & Latham, 2002). Future research could
expand on the findings of this dissertation by examining motivation and the Fresh Start Effect
using assigned, self-set, and participatively set goals. My analyses using assigned and self-set
goals show that autonomy and self-efficacy are important psychological needs that influence
motivation. However, Self-Determination Theory posits that there are three psychological needs
that must be met to ensure sustained psychological interest, development, and wellness (Deci &
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Ryan, 2017). Specifically, autonomy, competence, and relatedness are described as the three
“nutrients that are essential for growth, integrity, and well-being” (Deci & Ryan, 2017, p. 10).
Relatedness refers to a basic need that is experienced by “feeling connected to close others and
by being a significant member of social groups” (Deci & Ryan, 2017, p. 11). Relationships
motivation theory highlights that both receiving support from others and giving support to others
enhances intrinsic motivation and well-being (Ryan & Hawley, 2017; Deci & Ryan, 2017).
When pursuing goals in group contexts, supportive others may enhance goal pursuit efforts by
increasing individual and group resources, functioning, and cohesion (Waller, 1998; Appiah,
2005; Decety & Jackson, 2004). Future research could examine whether the person choosing the
goal start date affects the Fresh Start Effect when goals are jointly pursued in group contexts.
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Appendix A: Online Fitness Challenge Examples
Online Fitness Challenge Self-Chosen Start Date Example:

Online Fitness Challenge Other-Chosen Start Date (Monday) Example:

113

Online Fitness Challenge Other-Chosen Start Date (Sunday) Example:
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Appendix B: Study 1 Stimuli
Self-Chosen Monday

Self-Chosen Saturday
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Other-Chosen Monday

Other-Chosen Saturday

116

Appendix C: Study 6 Stimuli
Self-Chosen Monday

Self-Chosen Saturday
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Other-Chosen Monday

Other-Chosen Saturday
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Appendix D: Scale Items
Goal Commitment (Devezer, Sprott, Spangenberg, & Czellar, 2014)
Scale Items

Scale Anchors

How committed are you to attaining your goal 1 = not committed; 7 = very committed
of saving money?
To what extent do you feel committed to
saving money?

1 = not at all; 7 = very much

How likely is it that you will work your
hardest for your goal of saving money?

1 = not very likely; 7 = very likely

How hard will you try to reach your goal of
saving money?

1 = not very hard; 7 = very hard

How satisfied would you be if you reached
your goal of saving money?

1 = not very satisfied; 7 = very satisfied

Perceived Autonomy (Hackman & Oldham, 1975; Ryan, Rigby, & Przybylski, 2006)
Scale Items

Scale Anchors

I feel almost completely responsible for
deciding how and when I can achieve this
goal.
I feel considerable opportunity for
independence and freedom in achieving this
goal.
I have a chance to use my personal initiative
and judgment in achieving this goal.
Setting this goal provided me with interesting
options and choices.
I experienced a lot of freedom in setting this
goal.
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1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree

Self-Efficacy (Chen, Gully, & Eden, 2001)
Scale Items

Scale Anchors

I will be able to successfully overcome many
challenges in my pursuit of saving money.
I think that I can obtain outcomes that are
important to me for this goal.
I am confident that I can perform effectively
on many different tasks in my goal pursuit.
I will be able to achieve this goal of saving
money.

1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree

I believe I can succeed at this goal if I set my
mind to it.
Even when things are tough, I can perform
quite well in my goal pursuit.
When facing difficult tasks, I am certain that I
will accomplish them in goal pursuit.
Compared to other people, I can do most tasks
quite well in my goal pursuit.
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